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Five weeks out, and the seating plan was the thing that wouldn't lie down. I had it spread over the kitchen table on a big sheet of sugar paper, everyone written on little sticky tabs so I could move them, and I'd been moving the same four people for the better part of an hour. My aunt Deb couldn't sit anywhere near my uncle Rob, because of a thing at a christening in 2019 that nobody would explain to me and I'd finally stopped asking. She couldn't go by the speakers either, on account of her ears. And she wanted the front, where she could actually see. There was no square foot of that room that managed all three at once. I knew it. I kept picking her little tab up anyway and holding it in the air, like the answer might come to me if I hovered her there long enough.

I do this for a living, more or less. I'm a lettings agent. I spend my days walking couples round flats they can't quite afford, telling them the box room is a lovely little office or a nursery depending on the vibe I get off them. I'm good at it. I can read a room in about ten seconds. So it was a specific kind of insult that I couldn't sort thirteen tables of people who all, in theory, loved me.

Josh got in about seven, and I heard him before I saw him — the van door, the side gate, his boots coming off on the step because I'll actually kill him if he brings the day into the house. He does boilers and bathrooms, mostly; he's self-employed, which sounds grander than it is and mainly means he answers his phone at half nine on a Sunday and drives across town for somebody whose hot water's packed in. He's big, my Josh. Not gym-big, work-big — the kind of forearms you get from twenty years of leaning on things that don't want to move. When we met, six years ago now, he fixed the taps in the flat I was renting and then stood in the doorway for a full ten minutes finding reasons not to leave, and I let him, because I'd already decided.

"Don't," I said, before he could look at the table. "It's under control."

"It doesn't look under control." He came round behind me with a mug in each hand, set one down by my elbow — tea, too strong, exactly how I don't take it, and he still makes it his way and I still drink it. He looked over my shoulder at the paper. "Why's your aunt Deb up in the air?"

"Because she's a logistical nightmare and she's doing my fucking head in."

"She's your aunt Deb."

"She's ours now. That's what marrying me gets you." I stuck her tab down at random, between two of his cousins, and decided that was future-Hayley's problem. "How was the thing on Market Street?"

He made a face into his tea. The boiler he'd been nursing all week — a big old thing in a flat above the chippy, the kind of job that turns into three jobs — had beaten him again. He had to go back Thursday. Which was tomorrow, which was the day before I left. "I'll be done by two," he said. "You're not off till the afternoon anyway."

"I'm off whenever Nat gets her act together, so realistically fucking Christmas." I found his hand on the back of my chair and held it a second, his knuckles all scuffed the way they always are, and I sat there just liking the size of his hands round the mug — five weeks off marrying them, and I still got a low pull off him doing nothing at all. There was a wedding folder open under all of it — the real one, the ring binder, tabbed and horrible, with the favours in a box on the sideboard behind us. Ninety little jars of local honey with our names on the lid and the date. My idea. They'd seemed charming in September and now they just sat there being ninety of something. "Fitting's the Tuesday I'm back," I told him, "so don't make plans, you're doing the button-up thing at the back."

"I can do a button."

"You cannot do a button. I've watched you." I put the date in my phone anyway, and under it the dress place, and under that a reminder to ring the florist. Then I sat there for a second with the whole machine of it laid out on the table, my daft honest man drinking his tea beside me, and I thought, five weeks. Five weeks and this is the rest of it. I wasn't nervous. I wasn't a woman with cold feet looking for the exit. I had exactly what I wanted, sitting there in his socks.

There was just the one other thing. Mine had lived quiet in the back of a drawer for years, and Josh knew about it, and that was where I thought it would stay.

Packing, in our house, means I build a pile on the bed and Josh sits against the headboard and passes me things when I bark for them. Thursday night I had the case open and half the wardrobe in it and I still felt like I had nothing, which is the standard hen-do feeling and no amount of nice dresses ever fixes it. Nat had dropped a carrier bag round the week before with what she called the bridal starter kit — a white satin sash with BRIDE across it in pink glitter letters, and a little veil on a plastic comb, the cheap kind, meant as a laugh. I held the veil up against my hair in the mirror and pulled a face and Josh said keep it, so I did. It went in on top with the sash. I didn't think anything of them. They were props for a hen weekend, the same as the L-plates and the willy straws Nat would definitely also be bringing.

"You'll be careful," he said, not really asking. He had his ankles crossed and a beer he wasn't really drinking and he was watching me fold things I'd only unfold badly at the other end.

"I'll be with Becca. She counts other people's drinks for a living." I zipped the wash bag. "You'll be careful. You're up a ladder over a chip shop."

"That's different, that's just gravity."

I climbed onto the bed and sat back on my heels in the middle of my own mess. He moved the case out of the way with his foot without being asked, and there we were. I'd been getting into bed with this man for a long time now. Somewhere near the start of it, in the dark, when you say things you'd never say with the light on, I'd told him the thing I thought about. That I'd always wanted, once, before it was too late and I was somebody's wife for good, to be with a Black man. Just… to know. He hadn't gone quiet or funny about it. He'd asked me to tell him more, and his voice had changed when he did, gone low and interested, and that was that: it became ours, a thing we took out in bed and put back after. I'd said it out loud exactly one other time in my life, years before Josh even, three wines deep in a student kitchen with Becca, both of us howling about something, and I hadn't thought about that night in years. It had gone in the drawer with everything else, out of the way, said once and left there.

"Come here," I said.

He came here. He's careful with me in a way men that size have to learn. He put his hand flat on my thigh and slid it up under the T-shirt I was going to sleep in, and I was already most of the way there before he touched me. That happened more, not less, the closer the wedding got. He knew the game. He always started it the same way, quiet against my ear.

"Tell me who you're thinking about."

"Shut up," I said, and pushed up into his hand anyway.

"That's not thinking about me." His fingers found me and I was wet and he made a sound about it, pleased, filthy. "That's someone else you've got in there, isn't it?"

"Maybe." My hips had their own opinion by then. I got a fistful of his hair. "Somebody who isn't going to ask permission first."

He liked that. He got harder against my hip. He pushed two fingers into me slowly, worked his thumb over my clit, and talked me through it low and plain — the man bigger than him, dark hands on my white skin, the size of him, what it would do to me, what I'd give him. He didn't dress it up. Josh doesn't have a poetic bone anywhere in him and I have never once wanted one. He said big black cock in my ear like the most ordinary words in the world, and then, low, "You'd take that. All of it. Wouldn't even fight it." I clenched around his fingers so hard he laughed. Then the T-shirt came off over my head, his mouth went to my nipples, and he got on top of me and pushed his cock into my cunt slow, all the way in, until his balls were against me and I stopped being able to be clever about any of it.

It was good and filthy and ours. He held my wrists above my head because I like it. He went slow and then not slow, deep enough that I felt it in my stomach, and near the end he put his mouth by my ear and told me to say it, say what I wanted. So I said it out loud into the dark, the real thing, in my own words. "I want to know what a big black cock feels like," I told him. "Just once. Before it's too late." He came the second it was out of my mouth. And I meant a made-up man who didn't exist and never would. I came with his name in mine and a stranger in my head.

In the morning he did the doorstep goodbye properly, out on the step in bare feet with the van keys already in his hand for the Market Street boiler. He kissed me like he had time, which he didn't, and I felt the night before come straight back up in me, unfinished — still wet from it, my body still wanting more. I made myself step back.

"Have the weekend you want," he said. "I'm on the phone all weekend. Second ring."

"You've got a boiler."

"I'm on the phone." He held my face for a second, both hands, the scuffed knuckles. "Send us a photo of you being an idiot with Nat. I mean it. I want to see it."

I said I would. I got in Nat's car twenty minutes later with a hangover already booked in advance.

Nat is my cousin and she is a menace. She's a couple of years younger than me, tiny, all elbows and eyeliner, and she works on a make-up counter in the big Debenhams-that-isn't-Debenhams-anymore, and she can make anyone look incredible and absolutely cannot be trusted with a bottle of anything after about nine o'clock. She'd made a playlist for the drive that was three hours long and had a folder structure, and she'd printed — actually printed — a running order. The first song was on before we were off my road. By the services she was doing the harmonies with her eyes shut and I loved her so much I could have cried, which might have been the two hours' sleep.

"Jade's already there," Nat shouted over the chorus. "She got the early train. She's been texting me about the kitchen, she reckons it's fucking massive, there's an island and everything." Jade's the uni one, all three of us out of the same grotty house share a decade ago; she's a primary teacher now and has a laugh you can hear through a wall. "Sophie and Nadine are coming down together after work. So it's just us for the first night, basically. The proper ones."

The house was one of a terrace two streets back from the front, three floors of somebody's holiday-let money, with a lounge that took up the whole first floor and a kitchen you could've held a spin class in. Becca had got there before all of us because of course she had. She's my maid of honour and my best friend and an A&E nurse, and the last two are really the same fact — she's calm in exactly the situations that make everyone else scream, and she runs a room like she's triaging it. Small and quick, she checks her watch out of pure habit even off shift. The story I always tell about her is the festival, the one where she talked a lad down off a genuinely bad trip by getting him to help her fold a tent. I have seen her do the human version of that at every party since.

She met us at the door with a glass already poured for me. "Bride gets the top floor," she said, taking my bag off my shoulder before I could argue. "There's a bathroom up there just yours. Nat, you're on two with me where I can see you."

"I don't need seeing."

"That's Friday talking. Ask me again Sunday." She said it without any heat, handing Nat a glass too. "Kitty in the tin on the side, everyone. Phones — I mean it — off the socials all weekend. Nothing goes up. What happens on this weekend does not go on anyone's grid." She looked at me when she said it. "You send Josh what you want. That's your business. But no one's story, no tagged photos. Deal?"

We all said deal. It was a normal thing to say. Half the hen weekends in the country start with somebody saying it.

Jade had heard the cars and come thundering out, got me round the neck, told me the kitchen was fucking obscene, and then cried a bit, which set Nat off. We did the tour with our glasses — my room up top, the others spread down the two floors below, a put-you-up for Sophie and Nadine whenever they rolled in. Every windowsill had a little dish of shells on it, which we all agreed was either lovely or where the ghost lived.

Then we walked down to the front before it got dark, the four of us, coats thrown on over what we'd travelled in. Tide out, nobody about, that flat grey English seaside with nothing to sell. Nat put a foot in the water and screamed like it had bitten her. There was a row of shut arcades, a chippy, and a big pub on the corner with its lights just coming on, and Becca clocked the exits and the taxi rank without seeming to, filing them.

"Club's up there," she said, nodding past the pub. "Tomorrow. Tonight we cook, we drink, and we go to bed like grown women."

"When have you ever," said Jade.

"I live in hope."

Later, while the others got the first pans on, I went up to the room on my own for a minute and stood at the window with the sea two streets off going grey in the last of the light. Three days. No viewings, no seating plan, nothing that needed fixing. I could feel the weekend opening up in front of me. Under the prosecco something old stirred awake, low and slow, the way it did more and more lately. I put it back where it lived and went down to be the bride.

I handed her the kitty envelope. I'd been trusted to bring the cash, which is how straight I was going into that weekend. While she counted it, quick, nurse-fingered, I looked at the sheet she'd stuck to the fridge with a magnet shaped like a crab. It was a proper list, times down the side, her handwriting all over it: FRI cook-in, SAT beach + club, SUN scrub & drive. Bottles, taxis, who's cooking. And one line, down near the bottom of Friday, that just said 9 — B sorting, and a time boxed off after tea that didn't have a name on it like the others did.

"What's nine o'clock?" I asked.

"Nine o'clock is a surprise," she said, not looking up from the money, and she smiled — not at me, down at the notes in her hand, a small private smile like she'd already run the whole night through before it happened.
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By nine o'clock on the Friday there were fajitas going in a kitchen the size of my flat and none of us could find the same drawer twice. Becca had a tea towel over her shoulder and a wooden spoon in one hand and she was running the whole thing like a shift, pointing people at jobs — Jade on peppers, Nat on nothing sharp, me parked on a stool with a glass. The bride doesn't cook, apparently. That was a rule she'd made up on the spot. The extractor fan didn't work and the smoke alarm did, so every few minutes somebody had to frantically flap a cloth at the ceiling while the rest of us cheered. Sophie and Nadine had rolled in off the late train an hour before, dumped their bags, and were already three drinks into catching up. It was loud and it smelled of onions and somebody had put the playlist back on, and honestly I was thinking this was already worth the drive.

We ate off our knees in the big lounge because the table had ended up covered in bottles. Nat made us do the game where you write a memory of the bride on a slip and read them out and guess who wrote it. Some were unrepeatable, one about a festival toilet that I am taking to my grave, and some were just people being soft.

"Right, this one," Nat said, unfolding a slip, doing her announcer voice. "The Christmas none of us could get home, so we made a dinner out of a garage forecourt and cried over one Ferrero Rocher we found in a coat."

"That's mine," Jade said, already going, "that's mine, oh God, don't—" and she got about four words further before she was properly crying, and then Nat was, and then I was. Becca went round with the kitchen roll like it was a mass-casualty event and told the three of us to pull ourselves together, we hadn't even started drinking properly yet. There I was, wedged between my four favourite people plus two I was quickly promoting, feeling more loved than I knew what to do with. Then Becca stood up and tapped her glass with a fork, and everyone went "oooh," and she went a bit shy, which Becca never does.

"So. A thing," she said. She had a card in her hand, one of those big ones, and she wasn't quite meeting my eye, which she also never does. "From all of us. But mostly from me, because I organised it, so if it's a disaster it's my fault and if it's brilliant it was a group effort." She handed it over. "Don't read the front bit out, it's rude."

I opened it. The front bit was rude. Inside, in Becca's handwriting, it said, in full: booked. 9pm. you'll see. And clipped behind the card was a printed receipt, an actual booking confirmation off a website, folded in half. I got it open. There was a company name across the top I won't repeat, and two names under it, and the words two-man package, ninety minutes, and a deposit paid, and a balance due on the night in a box.

I looked up, and every face in the room was already on me — Nat gone completely still for once, Jade with both hands over her mouth, Becca watching me the way she watches a monitor.

"You didn't," I said.

"I did."

"Becca."

"They're booked. They're on their way." She checked her watch automatically. "Nine, I said. So."

I read the receipt again like it might change. "Two of them?"

"It's a package," said Jade, from behind her hands, delighted with herself. "I helped pick. You're welcome."

Nat came back to life all at once and screamed, and there was a general uproar, and somebody immediately topped my glass up without asking.

"Please tell me they're fit…" Nat was saying, gripping my arm, "please tell me you didn't book two fucking munters, Becca, I will actually die⁠—"

"They're fit," said Jade, calm as anything. "I've seen the pictures. You're all going to behave like animals, I'm telling you now."

"I hope they're fucking massive," Sophie said, to nobody, into her wine, and Nadine choked laughing, and that set the whole room off again.

I did what I do. I put a big bright face on it, said something about not knowing where to look, asked was there a height requirement, made everyone laugh so I could get a second to think. Because underneath the bright face the thing I mostly felt, in the pit of me, wasn't shock. It was the old want turning over, low in me, the one I keep put away and mostly forget I have. The word two had woken it clean up. I felt it as a pull deep down, a clench of pure appetite, and had to sit very still on my stool and not show it. I twisted my ring round once and made myself stop.

"How much of a state am I allowed to be in for this?" I said, bright. "Asking for… logistics."

"You're the bride. You sit in the good chair and you enjoy your present." Becca took the receipt back off me gently and folded it away, the way she'd take something off a patient who was picking at it. "Nobody films anything. Nobody puts anything up. Same as we said." She looked round at everyone until she got a nod, and got one. "It's just us. Have a good time."

"Since when have you been planning this?"

"Long enough," she said, and turned to get the plates in. And I let it go. It was a hen weekend, and this is what happens on hen weekends, and there was prosecco, and it was easier to be the bright girl topping up glasses than to sit too long with why it had gone through me the way it had.

The van came at ten to nine. You could hear it pull up outside, a diesel rattle and then the handbrake, and Becca went to the door before anyone had knocked. We all did a lot of shrieking and rearranging — Becca had already pushed the big sofas back against the walls in the afternoon, I realised, and there was a clear stretch of floor in the middle of the lounge that I'd assumed was for dancing. It was for dancing. Just not by us.

There were two of them. The first through the door, Jerome, was carrying most of the kit, a speaker under one arm and a holdall over his shoulder. He was tall and lean and moved like a man who did something physical for a living, which he did: scaffolding, weekdays, which he told Nat about later while she was trying to marry him. He had a nice ordinary face and he'd clearly walked into a lot of nights like this one; he took in the six of us, half-cut and screaming, with an easy good humour, set the speaker down, found the plug, and got out of the way. I liked him immediately.

The other one came in behind him and the noise in the room changed. He wasn't carrying anything. He stood just inside the door for a second and swept the whole place, once, left to right — the exits, the drink, which of us was the drunkest. I only worked out later what that sweep was; at the time I thought he was just taking us all in. He was Black, both of them were, and he was big — broad through the chest and shoulders, stage-built, a good head taller than Jerome, big enough to fill a doorway. Then he smiled, a professional smile, unhurried and completely in charge, and his eyes moved over all of us and settled on me.

"Evening, ladies." His voice carried without him raising it. "Malik. That's Jerome. And somewhere in here…" he said, still looking right at me, at the sash Nat had pinned across me an hour ago with BRIDE in pink glitter down the front, "…is the reason we drove three hours."

The room lost it. I did my usual thing, put my hand up, said present, and felt my face flush hot, a prickle of it going right down my neck, nothing to do with the wine.

Whatever I'd braced for, it wasn't how organised it was. Malik ran it like Becca ran the kitchen — he had the whole set in his head and he moved us through it briskly. They started dressed, some daft bit with the pair of them in shirts and the shirts not staying on long, and the room screamed like the shirts were the point. Then they were working the circle, going hen to hen, a lap and a spin and a bit of business with each of us. Jerome did his half easy and grinning, the second, always half a step behind Malik's lead, and he had Nat crying laughing before he'd even got his own shirt off. Malik worked his half like he was reading each woman in turn and giving her exactly the version of it she'd come for. By the time they'd worked halfway round they were both down to almost nothing — tight briefs and the thick roll of them straining the cotton. I sat there watching the muscle move in Jerome's back and the heavy roll of Malik's shoulders, and felt it land, low, every single time. I wasn't laughing as hard as the others by then. I'd gone quiet, and clenched, and wet, and I could feel the ache of it building with nowhere to go.

When he got to me he didn't touch me at first. He crouched down to my level, forearms on his knees, close enough that I could smell him, and how big he was at that range set off a slow clench I had no say in. My eyes went to the width of his shoulders, the thick of his thighs, the heavy shape of his cock plain through the thin fabric right there at eye level, before I dragged them back up to his face.

"The bride gets the whole show," he said, low, just for me under the music. "But nothing happens on this floor you don't want. You tell me stop, we stop, and the girls still get their money's worth. Yeah?"

"Yeah," I said. I meant it to come out bright and it came out smaller than that.

"Good." And then he was up and performing again, loud, for everyone. "Let's have the bride up."

They pulled me up out of the chair to an absolute wall of noise, Nat chanting my name, Jade filming nothing on a phone she wasn't holding, all of them up on their feet. Malik put me where he wanted me, one hand light at my hip, and turned me so the circle could see. I stood there in my sash going redder and redder, my heart going like a hammer, wet already and ridiculous with it, from nothing, from a stranger's hand resting on my hip. Then he took the end of the BRIDE sash between two fingers, his hand dark against the white satin. I looked at that — at his hand and the sash and my own bare pale arm right next to it — and something dropped through me, hot, and I clenched around nothing and didn't let myself think about what. He used the sash to turn me, gently, a slow spin in place, playing it for the room, turning the bride slowly so they could all have a look. He never took it past that. It stayed a show. He'd told me it would and it did.

The hens were feral. Sophie was on her feet yelling get it off him, get it fucking OFF him, and Nadine kept up a running commentary nobody had asked for — "look at the cock on that, you can actually see it, HAYLEY, you lucky cow" — until Jade was wheezing. Nat had her phone up out of pure reflex and Becca took it off her without a word and put it screen-down on the sofa arm, then went back to watching — not the show, me. She stood at the edge of it, arms folded, her nurse's eyes on my face, checking, and every so often she'd catch my eye and I'd nod, tiny, and she'd nod back, and that was its own thing, running quietly under all the noise.

The song wound down. Malik brought me back to my chair, sat me down carefully like something breakable, and dropped to a crouch in front of me again for the finish. He was close enough now that I was sure he could see the state of me — soaked through and squirming, with every friend I had watching. He didn't say anything this time. He just held my eye a second longer than the act needed, long enough that a couple of the girls clocked it and went ooooh. Then he grinned and stood and took his applause, and it was over. I was left in my seat with my sash crooked and an ache sitting low that the clapping did absolutely nothing for.

After, it went ordinary very fast, the way these things do. The shirts went back on. Jerome coiled the speaker lead neatly round his arm the way he'd clearly done a hundred times before. He cracked one last joke that had Nat clutching him and demanding his Instagram, and gave her the troupe's page instead of his own, kindly, without her ever clocking the difference. Becca counted the balance out of the kitty envelope at the counter, quick and precise, cash into Malik's hand, the two of them talking low and businesslike about time and parking like the last hour and a half had been a plumber round to bleed a radiator. That's what it was — a booking. I kept telling myself that while I watched his hand close over the notes, still throbbing from ninety minutes I'd sat through with my thighs pressed hard together.

They were gone inside ten minutes, holdall and speaker and both of them, out to the van. Malik was last through the door. He stopped and looked back into the room, found me again where I was still sitting. There wasn't any performance left in it now — no crouch, no patter, just a man looking at me across a lounge a second too long, the money already in his pocket.

"Congratulations, by the way," he said. "On the wedding. He's a lucky bloke."

"Thanks," I said.

And then the door, and the van pulling out, and the handbrake coming off two streets away.

The others were still going, replaying it, screaming the good bits back at each other, Nat already lying about how far she'd got with Jerome. I stayed in my chair, a bit apart from them, my phone in my hand. There was a text from Josh from about eight — how's the bride doing, send us that photo — and I'd never answered it. I'd meant to send him a daft picture of me and Nat with the fajitas. Instead I'd sat here and let another man turn me round by my wedding sash in front of everyone, and never lifted my phone once.

I typed hi and deleted it. I put the phone face-down on the chair arm, the way Becca had done to Nat's, and went to get myself another drink.
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"Leave those," Becca said. "Sit down a minute."

I had a fistful of prosecco glasses by the stems and nowhere sensible to put them, and the room looked like something worse had happened in it than a hen do. The others had taken themselves up a bit after one, which for that lot was close to a miracle, and entirely Becca's doing. She'd walked Nat to the stairs on the promise of a bacon sandwich she'd never remember being promised, and Jade had trailed up behind her, still saying the good bits out loud to nobody in particular. You could hear the pair of them through the ceiling for a while, and then you couldn't. The house came down to just Becca and me, the hum of the fridge, and a candle Nat had left burning that I leaned over and blew out.

So I put the glasses in the sink, because I don't take orders even from Becca, and then I sat down.

I was still in the sash. I'd had it on so long I'd stopped feeling it, and now the noise was gone I felt it once more, the satin lying across me, BRIDE in its daft pink glitter, and underneath it the whole of me was quietly doing something I couldn't switch off. It had been an hour and a half since he'd turned me round by it, and I hadn't properly come down off it. It kept coming back on me in pieces — the weight of his hand where the sash crossed my hip, his knuckles gone dark against the glitter, and how milk-pale my own wrist had looked lying next to them. When he'd got down on his haunches in front of my chair I'd been eye to eye with the thick shape of his cock through the thin briefs, near enough to smell him and to take the whole size of him in at that range. I'd dragged my eyes off it and up to his face and sat there soaked, with every friend I owned in the room and no earthly way to do a thing about it. Sitting now in the wreck of the kitchen it started up again, a slow throb low between my legs, running since the show and going absolutely nowhere.

Becca filled the kettle. She didn't ask if I wanted tea; she just set it going, got two mugs down, and stood with her back to the counter while it started to tick. She watched me the way she works a bad shift — evenly, completely, like I was a set of numbers she was quietly totting up.

"You went quiet," she said. "During it."

"I was drunk."

"You weren't, though. You'd barely touched a drop." There was no edge on it at all. "You went quiet because you liked it, and that's allowed. I'd have worried more if you hadn't."

I put a face on and reached for bright. "I'm getting married, Becca. I'm allowed to enjoy a⁠—"

"Hayley." Just my name, in the nurse voice that stops a corridor, and it landed like one. "I've got a couple of things to tell you, and I need you to let me finish before you start — because if you go off halfway, I'll make a mess of it. Yeah?"

I said I would, and meant it. My stomach had pulled tight, and not in the good way this time. Or not only that.

"Do you remember the night at Colville Road, third year?" she said. "The boiler had packed in, we were all sat in coats in that freezing kitchen, and you'd got through most of a box of the horrible red." She smiled faintly, down at the mugs. "You told me something that night. About a thing you wanted, one day, if you ever worked up the nerve."

I did remember it. Not all of it, and not well, but enough — the cold, the terrible wine, being nineteen and howling about nothing, and telling Becca a thing I'd never said to a living soul, and then, come morning, quietly folding it away and not looking at it for years. It had gone off with the rest of the student nonsense. I'd said it to Josh once, much later, in the dark, and it had turned into ours, and I'd honestly forgotten I'd ever handed it to her at all.

"I never repeated it," she said. "Not to a soul. It's just sat with me. But I never lost it either." The kettle clicked off behind her. She poured, slid a mug across, and stayed on her feet. "So when I started sorting this weekend, I didn't grab a package off the first website that loaded. I looked properly. I found a good outfit — references, the lot — and then I picked that act, those two, deliberately. Because of that night. I didn't book you a surprise, Hayls. I booked you the exact thing you said you wanted, years before you'd even met him."

The want I'd been sitting on flared right up, hard, a hot clench of it low down, and I dug my nails into my palm just to have somewhere to put myself.

"Becca—"

"There's more, and this is the part where you sit still." She looked at me properly now. "Josh knows. I asked him, weeks ago. I sat in your kitchen while you were out at a viewing and I asked him straight, and I told him he could say no and I'd never breathe another word of it, to you or to anybody." Something in her went nearly gentle, which on Becca is close to the weather turning. "He said yes before I'd finished the sentence. I have honestly never seen a man agree to a thing that fast. He asked me two back — that you'd be safe, and that every step of it would be yours to choose, nobody choosing on your behalf. That was his whole answer."

I sat there. The room had gone very quiet and very bright, and I could feel my own pulse going in it.

I reached for anger, because part of me wanted the handrail of it — you went to my Josh behind my back, you sat in my kitchen and arranged me between you like a difficult table plan. But I got about that far before it came apart in my hands, because there was nothing underneath to grip. Anger wasn't the true thing. What I actually felt was worse than that, and softer. I'd been found out. And rather than politely look away from the thing I wanted, the two of them had built the whole night around it and handed it to me tied with a bow. Nobody had ever paid me that exact kind of attention in my life.

The bright girl had run clean out of things to say. So the flat voice came up in her place, and there was nothing of the hen weekend left in it.

"You booked it for tonight and didn't tell me why."

"Because it had to land on you the right way round," she said, and pulled out the chair opposite at last. "You had to feel it first and find out it was arranged after. If I'd told you in the car you'd have spent three hours managing everyone's feelings about it — mine, Josh's, your own — and talked yourself out of your own head before we'd cleared the ring road. You'd have hosted it." She nudged the sugar an inch towards me, purely to move something. "I didn't want you hosting tonight. I wanted you in it."

I turned the ring round my finger, once, and made myself quit.

"He's gone, though." Which was a daft thing to fix on, but it was the nearest solid thing I had. "You paid them and they drove off."

"An hour up the coast, not on the moon." Becca sat back with her own mug. "And here's the last of it, then I'll shut up and let you drink your tea. I already spoke to him — Malik. Not for you. For me, so I'd know exactly what the ground was before I ever put that card in your hand. And he was completely straight about how he works." She held my eye. "Nothing happens off a booking. Whatever you're sat there imagining, he doesn't do it on the night, half-cut, because a room's screaming for it. If there's a want in it that wasn't in the price, it gets asked for. Out loud, sober, with everyone in that room knowing the score and happy with it. That's his rule, not mine, and I thought a good deal more of him for it." She had a sip. "So there's genuinely nothing to be angry about, love, because nothing's happened. There's a door, and it's stood open, and every bolt on it's been slid back — his, Josh's, mine. The one person who hasn't said a single word yet is you."

That sat between us a while. I watched the steam come off the mug and the daft glitter on the sash catch the light.

"You're my maid of honour," I said. "You're meant to stop me doing things like this. Not book them for me."

"I'm meant to send you into that marriage with nothing left swallowed." She said it as though it were the most ordinary sentence going, which from Becca it was. "I hold a lot of hands at four in the morning, Hayls. It's almost never the mad thing somebody did that they can't live with after. It's the thing they wanted and were too well brought-up to ask for." She stood, lifted my untouched mug straight back out from under me, and set a glass of water down instead, because it was gone two and she is what she is. "Drink that. Then ring Josh. Not for permission — you've got that, it's nearly embarrassing how much of it you've got. Ring him because you'll want his voice in your ear before you decide anything, and because the deciding's yours, and I've taken enough of it off you for one night."

I got up with the water and the sash and my whole body still lit under it, none of it settled, all of it waiting on me.

"Top of the stairs," Becca said, already wiping down the counter, already moving on. "Take your time. I'm not going anywhere."

The top-floor room was mine for the weekend and I'd barely set foot in it. My bag still sat half-packed on the chair where I'd dropped it, and the bed was too big for one person. There was a little en suite with its dish of shells, and a window that gave you nothing but dark, and, if you listened for it, the sea a couple of streets away working at the shingle. I sat on the edge of the mattress, still in the sash, and looked at Josh's name on the screen for a good while before I could make myself press it.

He answered on the second ring. The first ring's always for show, so he doesn't come over as a man sitting up with his phone in his hand at gone two in the morning, which was precisely what he was.

"There she is — how's my bride?" Low, pleased, half asleep.

I went bright straight off, out of pure habit, because it was easier. "Drunk, emotional, cried twice already — so, textbook. How's the boiler? Did you actually eat, or was it a sandwich standing up over the sink again?"

"I had a proper tea. All right… a sandwich. But I sat down for it, so it counts." The creak of our bed came down the line, him settling back against the headboard. "You sound off. Good off or bad off?"

There it was, the door held open with no push behind it. I could have kept it up at him for another ten minutes and he'd have let me, and we'd have said our goodnights and I'd have lain there all night with the real thing unsaid. So I stopped. I put the brightness down, and when I spoke again it came out flat and plain, my own actual voice.

"Becca told me," I said. "About talking to you, weeks back — about what tonight was really for."

The line went quiet, but it was a good quiet. I could hear him breathing and thinking, taking his time before he said anything that mattered.

"Right, okay." Then, gently: "You're not upset with me, are you?"

"I don't know what I am, if I'm honest." I gave him the truth of it straight. "I thought I'd be furious. I got about four seconds of furious and then it just… went, because you'd already said yes. Becca reckons you said it before she'd even finished asking."

"I did." No working up to it, no hedging — just Josh, level as a spirit bubble. "Six years I've had you telling me that thing in the dark, love. All that time hearing what it does to you. I was never going to be the reason you got to the far end of your life without ever knowing." He said it evenly, like a thing he'd settled a long way back. "I can't be the one who gives it to you, and that's a plain fact, it's not me feeling sorry for myself. So when Becca said she could, and she'd do it right, and you'd be looked after — I wasn't about to sit there pretending I needed a week on it."

I lay back across the bed, the sash sliding on me, the phone warm at my cheek, and felt my eyes go hot.

"You should've told me you knew."

"And take it off you?" The smile came right down the line. "Not a chance. It was yours to find out however you found it. Becca's cleverer than the two of us about that sort of thing. Did she do it right?"

"She did it right." I turned onto my side and drew my knees up, my nipples tight against the sheet, and even the satin dragging over my hip set a slow ache going that the whole long night hadn't touched. "There's a rule, though, and I have to tell you. Whatever happens down here — if anything happens — you get all of it, the true version, not the tidied-up one."

"Good," he said straight off. "That's the only bit I'd have asked for anyway. Don't you dare tidy it up for me. Start at the van pulling up and don't leave a thing out. And if you end up with his cock in you, I want to hear every second of it too." His voice had dropped, gone rough, and I heard exactly what it was already doing to him, three hours and a phone line away, and I felt it answer in me, a clench right where I'd been sat on it all night. "Photos too. Just to me. Not one other phone, nobody's little story for the group chat. Ours."

"Ours," I said. "Becca's had everyone off the socials since we got here. It doesn't leave this house."

And because the room was dark, and it was only Josh, and I'd been left hanging since the second that man knelt down in front of me hours ago, I said the rest of it aloud, straight down the phone.

"I want his cock, Josh. A real one, not the made-up bloke from Thursday — the actual man who stood in our lounge tonight. I need to feel it for real… just the once."

I heard his breath go.

"I know you do," he breathed. "I want you to have it. And then I want every last filthy word, in our bed, light off, your mouth up against my ear." A moment where all I could hear was him. "Fuck. Listen to the state of me. Go on and get it, Hayls."

I lay with the ache of it still climbing, wanting Thursday's made-up stranger gone for good and the real weight of a real man put in his place, and I told him he'd get all of it, every word.

We stayed on a while after that, not saying much, the way you do at the tail of a call when neither of you wants to be the one who hangs up. He told me to drink my water. I laughed at him, wet and useless with it, and sent him off to see to his boiler. Somewhere in it he said goodnight, love, and I said goodnight, Joshy — the daft name I only ever use down a phone — and then he was gone, and it was only me and the dark and the sea going on at the shingle.

I didn't move for a good long while. I lay in the middle of the too-big bed in a sash that said BRIDE across it, and let myself feel the whole shape of where I'd got to. Nothing stood in my way at all. Becca had cleared her part of it, and Josh had just cleared his down the phone in that plain flat voice of his. The man himself — a good hour away by now, folding his kit into the back of a van — had never once stood in the way. He'd only been waiting to be asked, sober, out loud, with everyone knowing.

And I lay there wanting it with a real face on it now — not the invented man from Thursday but a particular one, with a particular weight to his hand — and I still hadn't asked for a single thing.
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Nat came down at half ten with her sunglasses on indoors and a fleece blanket round her shoulders like a cape. She got as far as the end of the table, sat, and put her face flat down on the wood. Becca had the grill going — she'd been up since eight, obviously, running a fry-up like a production line, bacon and a pan of eggs and a leaning tower of white toast going soft under a tea towel. She slid a plate in under Nat's head without a word and told her to get the corner of something into her before she actually died.

"I'm not being dramatic," Nat said into the table. "That big one nearly finished me off and I'd have thanked him for it. I saw the cock on him through them little shorts and I have honestly not been the same woman since."

"Malik," Jade said, coming in behind me with her hair wet from the shower. "He's got a name. You spent half the night trying to marry the other one."

"Jerome." Nat lifted her head an inch to say it, proud of herself, and let it drop again.

I got myself a coffee and sat where I could see the sea out the kitchen window, that flat morning shine on it, the tide further out than yesterday. I felt fine — I'd had two glasses and stopped, and then lain awake for hours with the whole weekend arranged around me and nothing done about it, so I was tired in a way that only sleep would fix. The house smelled of bacon and last night's candles. Sophie and Nadine drifted down in dressing gowns and joined the wreckage.

The talk went where I knew it would. They ran the show back for each other the way you do the morning after — best bits first, then the bits you'd forgotten, everyone talking over the top of everyone. Nat did a wobbly impression of Sophie from the night before, up on the sofa with both fists going, howling at the poor man to lose the rest of it, and Sophie promptly hid in her tea. Nat, reviving with the bacon, got specific about Jerome in a way that made Jade clamp both hands over her ears and go *la la la* like she had a class in front of her.

"He's a scaffolder, he told me," Nat said. "Weekends he does the — you know. The dancing. Can you imagine? Up a scaffold all week and then that at the weekend. The arse on the man, I'd have climbed him like his own bloody scaffold."

"You said about six words to him," Jade said.

"I said the important ones."

"I'm just saying," Nadine put in, buttering a slice of toast she plainly wasn't going to eat, "I came on a hen do, and I watched two grown men take everything off in a lounge, and I have not once in my whole life seen cocks that size outside of a phone screen. I've thought about nothing else all morning."

"You're all very welcome." Jade was quietly smug about it. "Me and Becca picked. I made her get the ones with the big dicks — none of your skinny little dancers, I told her, go big or don't bother."

It was Sophie who turned it, in the end, without meaning to. She was propped against the counter with her plate, and she went quiet for a second, and then she just said it.

"I did something like this once. Not a booking. A bloke." She turned her fork over slowly. "Years back, before Dan. A lad I worked with — Tunde, big Nigerian fella — and I'd honestly never thought about it, not once. And then one night after work it just sort of happened, in the back of his car like a couple of teenagers, and…" She blew out a breath. "I have genuinely never got over it. Married, two kids, and I still think about that cock more than I think about my own wedding day. Is that a terrible thing to say?"

Nobody laughed at her.

"Was he—" Nat started, and half the table said "Nat" at once.

"I'm asking a fair and reasonable question about scale."

"He was fucking huge," Sophie said, and the room lost it, and she went red as she laughed. "He was. I'm not going to sit here and pretend. I couldn't get my hand round it, and I've got big hands, and the first time I sucked him I honestly thought I'd embarrass myself." She shrugged, and under the laughing the honest thing sat there still. "I'd do it again tomorrow. I love Dan. I'd still do it in a heartbeat. Some things you just want to have had, once, properly, so you're not lying there at seventy wishing you'd been braver about it."

"To Tunde," Jade said, and lifted her mug, and we all did it, even Nadine, and Sophie dropped her face into her hands and told the lot of us to fuck off, completely delighted.

I laughed with them and drank to a man I'd never met, and underneath it I'd clenched hard on the stool with my knees pressed together, flushed to my chest over a bloke I'd never so much as see. The pull of my own version had dropped low and gone heavy, and this time I didn't put it back. Nobody was looking at me.

Jade made me get up for a photo. "Josh wants one of you making a show of yourself, you promised him." So Nat threw her blanket-cape round both of us and I pulled a face and Jade finally got it on the third go, the two of us gurning over the fry-up wreck with the sea behind. I sent it to Josh. Nothing else — no words. Just the two of us and the plates.

He came back inside a minute. *State of you. Give Nat my sympathies.* And then, a second one under it: *You look happy. Have the day.* Nothing in it anyone could've read wrong. But I sat there with the phone in my hand.

We headed down to the seafront after, all of us, coats over leggings, the wind coming in off the grey with a proper edge to it. Nat still had her shades on. The others got ahead, going along the tideline picking things up and shrieking at the cold, and I hung back, and Becca fell into step beside me the way she does, her hands tucked in her sleeves.

We walked a bit not saying anything. Then I stopped pretending I was going to work up to it, and I let the bright drop off me, and I said it plain.

"I want it."

Becca didn't slow down or make it a thing. "Okay."

"Set it up. Tonight, at the house." My own voice, flat. "I'll say the rest of it to him myself. That's his rule, you said. So that part's mine."

"That part's yours," she agreed. She let a wave go up and back before she went on. "He's about, tonight. Him and Jerome. I asked them down for the club — off the clock, no money in it, so you're not asking a man on a job. If you want to say it to his face, you'll get your chance and it'll be a normal thing, two people at a bar." She glanced at me sideways. "And if you get down there and you don't want to, you say nothing, and they have a pint and go home, and it never happened. That's the whole beauty of it."

"I'll want to."

"I know you will." She bumped her shoulder into mine, once, the closest Becca gets to soft in daylight. "You've had that face on since you sat down at breakfast. I've been watching you not eat."

The club was up past the pub on the corner, the one Becca had marked out on Friday, and by eleven there was a queue down the side of it in the cold and a lad on the door with a clipboard he wasn't really reading. We'd done the whole thing properly, got dressed up, the six of us crammed in the bride's room passing round Nat's make-up bag. I had on a dark blue dress that Nat said made me look like I meant business, and Becca said made me look like I'd get us free drinks, which turned out to be the same thing. Nat had put an L-plate round my neck on a ribbon. I'd have worn the sash, but the sash had stopped being a joke at some point during the show, and it wasn't going out to a club in this weather.

They were already inside. Becca had told me they would be, and I still felt it land when I saw him. Not the stage version — no patter, no crouch. Just a big man with one elbow on the far end of the bar, a bottle of lager that looked small in his hand. Ordinary shirt, his head down over something Jerome was saying. Away from the show he was quieter than I'd have guessed. Bigger, too, somehow, without the act around him to explain him — just a lot of man in a normal jumper, taking up more of the bar than one person had any business taking up. I looked at the width of his back and how thick his forearm was round that little bottle, and my mouth went dry, and it had nothing to do with the drink. I'd been careful with the drink, on purpose, all night. Somewhere under the jumper was the thick shape of the cock I'd sat eye-level with the night before. I knew the size of him now without ever having touched him, and it had sat in me quietly all evening, and it sat in me worse with him ten feet away.

Jerome saw us first and lifted a hand, easy, and that was how the night sorted itself — all six of us folding in at their corner of the bar, and a round appearing that neither of them would let Becca pay for.

"You're off duty," Nat said, scandalised, hanging off Jerome's arm already. "You can't buy the drinks when you're off duty, that's — that's against the rules."

"No rule about it," Jerome said. He had a good easy way of talking, unhurried, like a man used to being up somewhere high with all day to get a job done. "We're not working. We're just two blokes who happen to know the bride." He handed me mine over the top of Nat's head. "Best of luck with the wedding, and all that. The real one, none of the show stuff."

I liked him. I'd liked him on Friday, when he'd coiled his lead up neatly and got out of everyone's way, and I liked him more now with a pint in his hand, telling Nat about the scaffolding. He'd done a church spire back in the winter that nearly killed him — forty feet up with the wind trying to have him off it. The dancing had started years back as a stag-do dare that got out of hand, and turned, eight years on, into a better earner than the scaffold. He told it all against himself, laughing, the last one to laugh at his own story. Nat was in love. Nat is always in love, but this one had legs.

Malik I mostly watched. I don't dance well and I wasn't going to start, but the others got out on the floor when the DJ found something old enough to know, and I ended up beside him at the rail, the pair of us watching Nat try to teach Nadine a routine. He was easy to stand next to and then, without moving an inch, not easy at all. He smelled the same as he had kneeling at my feet the night before. When the floor filled and pushed us in, his arm came against mine, and I left it there, and neither of us said anything about it. Under the club lights the dark of his forearm turned mine to paper, and my eyes kept dropping to the pale of his palm flat on the bar. Friday there'd been a sash between the two colours; tonight there was nothing but a foot of sticky bar. I was soaked before we'd so much as danced, standing dead still with a warm drink going flat in my hand.

We danced, in the end — the loose kind, everyone in a knot, no real steps to it. He put a hand to the small of my back once to move me clear of a tray of shots going past, and took it away again, and the print of it stayed on me and set a slow throb going that the rest of the song did nothing to help. That was as far as it went and it was miles. Somewhere in it Nat went past the point of standing, decided the smoking area was calling, and Sophie peeled off after her, the way the circle kept doing all weekend — someone always catching the one who tipped over before she hit the floor.

I went out for the air a bit after. The yard out the back was fenced off, a couple of heaters and a lad being sick tidily in the corner, and Becca was already out there, of course, leaning on the wall with a lime and soda, because she doesn't smoke, doesn't really drink, and is always exactly where she needs to be. She waited till I'd got my back against the wall next to her.

"Right, while it's just us." She kept her voice under the music coming through the door. "You still want the same thing you wanted on the beach."

"I do. More than I did on the beach, if anything."

"Then here's where we are." She counted it off, not on her fingers, just in that flat order she puts things in. "You lot go back when you're done in here. I'll have Nat down and asleep before you're through the door — she's had it anyway. The others know a version: that if you want a nightcap with your present, that's your business and the house minds its own. Nobody's in that lounge who doesn't want to be, and there's not a phone in sight. Jade's already said she'll take Nat's off her, so." She had a sip. "He walks you back. Not me. You two sort the last of it between you on the way. On your own two feet, so it's your words and his and nobody stood over it. That work?"

"That works," I told her, and it honestly did.

"Then that's the list." She pushed off the wall as Sophie came through steering Nat by both shoulders, Nat explaining something enormous about Jerome to nobody. "Right. I've got this one. Go and get your man off his bar stool."

The rest of them went on ahead down the front, arm in arm across the whole width of the pavement, murdering a song none of them knew all the words to, Jerome carrying Nadine's shoes. Malik and I came behind at a normal walking pace, not touching, a proper gap of cold night air between us, and for a while we just walked. The tide was in now and you could hear it plainly, big and close in the dark, and the arcades were black and the chip shop shut and the whole town gone to bed around six women singing.

"You're quiet," he said — not patter, just a man noticing.

"I'm working up to something."

"I know you are." He said it plainly, no smile in it that I could catch. "Becca squared me off before tonight. Told me the shape of it — that there's a fella at home who's happy, and that whatever happens is yours to say and nobody else's. I don't take her word for that, mind — not on this one. I'd want to hear it off you."

So I stopped, there on the front, and made him stop with me. The singing went on ahead of us and left a bit of quiet behind it.

"He's happy," I said. "My Josh. He knows exactly what I'm asking you for, and he wants me to have it. I've had that from him straight, in his own words. And I'm not drunk. I've been careful all night on purpose so I could stand here and mean this." I made myself hold his eye, which was not a small thing in the dark with him that close. "I want you to come back to the house. Tonight. With everyone knowing and nobody minding. That's me asking. Out loud. However you needed it."

He took that in without hurrying it, the way he'd read the room on the first night.

"That's how I needed it," he said. "There'll be a rule on my side too, one, and it's not up for a vote — I bring my own, every time, no exceptions, not even asked nice." I understood him. "Past that, it's your night. Your room, your friends, your say, start to stop. You want to stop at any point, we stop, and it's still been a good weekend." He started walking again, unhurried, and I fell in beside him. "But I don't think you're going to want to stop."

"No," I said. "I don't think I am."

We walked the rest of the way without talking, and I was aching by the end of the front, plainly wanting it, stone cold sober and no drink in me to hang it on.

The house showed up on the left with every window lit, the circle already spilling in through the front door, someone in the hall getting the good speaker going. Malik stopped at the bottom of the path and looked up at it — every light on, all those women, the night I'd walked the length of the front to ask him into. Then he stood back a step and waited for me to go up ahead of him. So I did.
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They'd moved the room around while I was up getting changed. The two big sofas were off the walls where they'd been pushed back for the show, angled in at the cleared middle of the floor. Someone had killed the big light and put the two table lamps on, so the whole lounge had gone low and gold at the edges. The girls were already in — Jade cross-legged on the near sofa with her shoes off, Nadine and Sophie sharing the other one. Nat, who Becca had put to bed an hour before with a pint of water and strict instructions, sat bolt upright in the armchair in a borrowed hoodie, the water untouched beside her. There had never been the slightest chance of Nat sleeping through this.

The phones were face-down in a stack on the sideboard, all of them, the way they'd been face-down all weekend, except the one Becca had left screen-up by the lamp — mine, set aside for the one photo, for the one person it was going to.

Jerome was there too, over by the window with a bottle of beer, not sat down, half out of the light. He gave me a small nod when I came in, easy, the same as at the bar, and then he stayed where he was. I understood without anybody saying it that he wasn't part of tonight, that he'd walked back with everyone and he'd stand there and that was all. He'd picked the edge of the room on purpose. I didn't look at that too hard.

Becca came over while I was still getting my nerve up in the doorway. She had her flat face on, the nurse one, and she put a hand on my arm and said my whole name.

"Hayley. Look at me a second. Not them, me." I looked at her. "You're sure. Say it to me now and you never have to say it again all night."

"I'm sure."

"Then that's the last time I ask you." She squeezed once and let go. "Everyone in this room wants to be in it. Nobody's got a phone. You say stop, it stops, and we all have a cup of tea and go up to bed and it was a lovely hen do. Yeah?"

"Yeah."

"Good girl." She said it plainly, no weight on it, and went and perched on the arm of Jade's sofa where she could see my face.

Malik was in the kitchen doorway. Off the clock he'd been a big quiet man in a jumper; the jumper was gone now and he was back to the man from the show, except with no music and no crouch and no patter to it, just the size of him coming across the room to me.

I had the sash in my hand. I'd carried it down with me. Nat had pinned it on me Friday, and somewhere across the weekend it had turned from a daft pink joke into the thing I couldn't leave alone. I'd taken it off the chair in the bride's room ten minutes before and known I wanted it to be the thing I gave him. So I held it out to him.

He took it off me and looked at it — BRIDE, in white letters across the pink. Then he looked at me, and he did the thing he'd done in the middle of the act the night before, the thing that had knocked the breath clean out of me then and did it worse now with nobody performing anything at all. He stopped calling me Hayley.

"Come here, then, bride."

He took me by the sash, a turn of it round one big hand, and drew me in slowly until I was against the front of him. Then he found the little zip at the back of my dress and had it down one-handed while he held my eye. The dress came off my shoulders and down my arms and I stepped out of it in the lamplight in front of all of them, in my bra and knickers. Somebody let a breath go — Sophie, I think. And I stood there and didn't want to cover up, which was the last thing I'd have expected of myself.

His hands came onto me. Big and dark and dry and certain, over my shoulders and down my back and round to the front. Under them I looked so pale it was nearly funny, the freckly white of me against the black of his hands, my mum's colouring, the kind that goes pink in June. He got the bra off me easily, the same as the zip, and my tits were out, and his thumb dragged slowly across a nipple until it stood up hard for him and I heard my own breath catch on it.

"You want to say hello to it first?" he said, low, and it wasn't patter, it was a real question, the same kind he'd made me answer out on the front — him checking, right at the edge of the thing, exactly like Becca said he would. "Get on your knees for me, bride. If you want it. Only if you want it."

I wanted it. I went down.

He got himself out of his jeans, unhurriedly, and I was eye-level with it the way I'd been the night of the show, only there was nothing between us now. God, it was out and heavy and dark and already half-hard, thick as my wrist, and I'd sat a foot from it all through the show and still wasn't ready for the sight of his big black cock this close to my face. I took it in both hands. It was hot and the loose skin slid under my fingers, and it kept getting harder while I held it, filling out and rising until it was rock-hard and my fingers wouldn't close round it. The dark of it made my fingers look pale as milk.

"There she is," Malik said softly, watching me stare at it. "Get your mouth on it properly, then."

I leaned in and licked slowly up the underside of his cock, from his balls to the tip, like I'd been dying to, and then I got my lips stretched over the fat head of it and took him into my mouth. I couldn't get much of it in. I'd known I wouldn't and I tried anyway — opened my jaw as wide as it went and pushed down until he nudged the back of my throat and I gagged and had to pull off, a thick string of spit swinging off my chin, my eyes streaming. Barely a third of it. The girls had gone dead quiet.

"Bloody hell, Hayls," Jade breathed, down on the floor.

"Take your time with it, bride. No rush." He gathered my hair back off my face in one fist, gently, and held it there so they could all watch me try. "Get to know that black cock. It's not going anywhere."

I went back down on him. I used both hands and my mouth, sucking the top third and working the shaft with my fists. I could feel it getting harder and heavier on my tongue, and the taste of him filled my whole mouth, salt and clean and thick. I was making an embarrassing amount of noise, drooling down him, and I didn't care about a bit of it. Between my legs my pussy had gone slick and swollen and it was getting worse. I could feel how wet I'd got just from sucking his cock, my knickers soaked through, my thighs sticking together every time I shifted on my knees.

"Look at her fucking go," Nadine said, half to herself. "Oh my god, look at the state of her."

"That's my girl," Nat sobbed, happily. "Take that big black cock, babe... you take it."

He let me work him until my jaw ached and my chin was wet through, then he cupped my face and lifted me off with a slick pop.

"Up. On the sofa. I want to taste you."

Jade scrambled off the cushions laughing and dropped to the carpet to make room, and he sat me back and knelt on the floor and drew my ruined knickers down my legs and pushed my knees wide open in front of every one of them. I went to cover myself and he moved my hand away, easily, not rough. "Nah. Let them see your pretty pussy, bride. Nothing to hide." He looked down at me spread open in the lamplight and made a low, hungry sound. "Look how wet you are already. All that for me."

Then his mouth was on my pussy, and I stopped caring who was watching.

He ate me slowly and filthily, his tongue working my clit and then dragging flat all the way up my slit, and I'd been dripping since before I came down the stairs and he groaned into me like he'd found something good. His head looked so dark between my pale thighs, my leg hooked up over his broad shoulder, my hand fisted in his hair. He pushed two thick fingers up into me while he sucked my clit and they slid in easily, and the wet, obscene noise of it filled the room, so everyone heard exactly how ready I was. It was never going to take long. I ground my pussy up against his mouth, shameless. My back arched off the cushion and I came hard on his tongue, with all of them watching, saying his name and then nothing that was words.

Somebody had my ankle — Sophie, holding my foot like she was keeping me on the earth. "Fucking hell," she said, to no one.

Becca leaned in from her perch, calm, and pressed her hand to my cheek. "You good, Hayley?"

"Yeah," I got out, on no breath at all, and the room laughed, the good kind, and it let a bit of air back in.

He stood up and fished a condom out of his jeans on the floor. His own — the one rule he'd told me on the front he wouldn't bend. I was on the pill anyway, had been for years, so it was his habit and not our need. He rolled it down his cock unhurriedly while I lay there and stared at how much of him there was. Then he came down over me and pulled my knees up over his arms, and there was nothing left on me now but the sash — BRIDE across it, the one white thing I still had on.

"Tell me you want it." He rubbed the fat head of his cock slowly up and down through my slick folds, not pushing in yet, watching my face. "Not for them. For me. Say it, bride."

"I want it." My voice dropped right down and went flat. "I want your cock inside me. Please. I've wanted it since Friday... fuck, please, just put it in me."

He pushed the head of it into me and I felt myself stretch open around it. It was a lot, more than I'd ever taken, and he fed it in slowly and steadily and didn't stop for my gasping, inch after thick inch, deeper than I'm built for, until he was seated all the way in. I was stuffed full and stretched tight round the whole width of his cock, shaking, my hands flat on his chest. He held there and let me feel it.

"Fuck, you're tight," he breathed. "That's it. Good girl. There's my good little slut — you've got every inch of that black cock in you now. Look at you taking it."

Then he started to fuck me, and I lost track of the room.

He fucked me slowly first and then not slowly at all, one big hand splayed on my white belly with his thumb pressed low where his cock disappeared into me. He talked the whole time, low and filthy and constant — how tight my little white pussy was, how good it felt round his black cock, what a filthy little slut his bride was for it, how he'd known from the off how badly I'd want it. I didn't want him to stop talking. I begged him not to. Every thrust drove the air out of me and I took it and asked him for more of his cock.

"Harder," I heard myself say. "Fuck... please, harder, I'm your slut, I can take it..."

"I know you can, bride."

Nat had both hands clamped over her mouth in the armchair, tears just streaming, delighted. When I caught her eye over his shoulder she reached one arm out towards me across the room, like she wanted to hold my hand and couldn't reach, and I laughed — and it broke into a moan when he drove in deep.

He pulled out — I felt every empty inch of him go — and flipped me over, got me up on my knees on the sofa facing the back of it, facing all of them. Then he shoved his cock back into me from behind in one long stroke that put my forehead down on the cushion. From there he could go deeper and he did, gripping my hips and hauling me back onto him, and the wet slap of his cock going into me filled the whole house, and the sash swung down off my shoulders underneath me.

"Take that black cock, bride," he said above me, steady, not out of breath at all. "Every inch. Push back on it for me."

"Go on, Hayls!" Jade was up on her knees on the floor now. "Oh my god, girl — get it!"

Once, when I lifted my head, I found Jerome still over by the window with the beer he wasn't drinking. He wasn't gawping like the girls. He watched me steadily and quietly, and when he caught me looking he didn't glance away, and neither did I, until Malik's hand slid into my hair and turned my face back to the front.

"Eyes front, bride. Concentrate on the cock you've got."

"Still with me, Hayley?" Becca again, close, down at my level, checking my face like a patient's.

"Don't you dare stop him," I panted, and she snorted and sat back.

Then he wanted me on top. He sat back on the sofa and pulled me over him, and I sank down onto his cock myself, slowly, taking my own weight onto it, and it drove even deeper at that angle and I cried out, "oh... fuck," and heard the girls cry out with me.

He spread his black hands on my white hips. "Ride that cock, slut — show them what you came back for."

I rode him hard. His cock split me open every time I dropped down, my own wetness running down the length of him, and every woman in that room could see all of it — my face, the sash, his cock sliding in and out of me and shining.

"God, your cock..." I heard myself saying, riding it. "Your big fucking cock, I can't..."

"Go on, Hayls, you filthy slut!" Nat was on her feet now, and half the room was cheering me on, and I wasn't shy of a scrap of it anymore. I put on the filthiest show of my life and I loved every second.

He let me ride him until my thighs burned, then he lifted me off and laid me back down.

"On your back for me. I want to finish looking at you." He knelt up between my legs, stripped the condom off his cock, and worked himself in his fist, fast and rough. I knew exactly what he meant to do and where, and I pushed my chest up to meet it and told him yes, do it, all over me.

"Take it, bride," he ground out, and then he came all over me. Thick ropes of it, spurting hot up my white chest and my throat, one long stripe landing across the white of the sash on my collarbone — BRIDE — his cum bright against the pale of my skin. The whole room let out one long breath together. I lay there striped and covered and heaving, every one of them looking at me, and I wanted them to.

Then it was over, and he was only a man again. He got up off the sofa and fetched the roll of kitchen towel Becca had left out on the sideboard, because Becca thinks of everything, and he cleaned me up himself, carefully, wiping his cum off my chest and my throat and dabbing gently at the satin. "That'll come out, don't fret over it," he said about the sash, like it was a spilt drink. He fetched my robe off the back of the door, put it round my shoulders, and tied it for me.

"There," he said. "You did lovely, Hayley."

Hayley again.

The room came back to itself by degrees after that. Somebody put the big light on and everyone flinched off it and Becca killed it again and did the lamps instead. Sophie brought me a glass of water and stood over me till I drank the whole thing. Nadine found my knickers kicked under the sofa and handed them back folded, absurdly, like she was returning something at a shop, and the pair of us got the giggles so badly I nearly cried. Nat did cry, properly, wet-faced, sat on the arm of my sofa telling me she loved me and that it was the most beautiful thing she'd seen in her life, which, coming from Nat about that, started the whole lot of us off.

Malik and Jerome got their things together without making a moment of it. Malik stopped by me on the way past and rested one big hand on the top of my head, once, and said, "Sleep well, bride" — back to the title on his way to the door — and that was that. Jerome caught my eye from the hall and lifted his chin at me. See you. And the see-you landed somewhere it had no business landing yet, and then the door went and it was just us, six women and a wrecked lounge and the tide working the shingle two streets down.

I took myself up to the bride's room on my own to do the one thing I'd kept back for myself.

I sat down on the bed in my robe, hair a state and the sash still round my neck, and I picked up my phone and I wrote it out to Josh. Not tidied. The deal was he got the true version, and the true version was what he was getting. I told him it had happened. I told him it had been Malik, in the lounge, with all of them there, that I'd asked for it cold sober and meant every word of it, and that it had been the best sex of my life and I'd thought about him the whole way through it. That last part was true and I didn't fully understand it and I sent it anyway.

Then I took the photo. Me on the bride's bed, robe fallen open, his cum still drying up my chest and across the sash — BRIDE — and my face wrecked and grinning. Not the dressed, deniable sort Jade had taken on the beach — the real one, for Josh only, the way we'd said it would be. I sent it before I could talk myself out of it.

He rang, second ring, my end this time. I picked up, and for a moment neither of us spoke, and then he said, "Look at you," low, hoarse with it, and I could hear exactly what he'd been doing about that photo and it made me want to laugh and cry at once.

"You're really all right?"

"I'm really all right, Joshy. I'm brilliant."

"Good." A long breath down the line. "Right — tell me one thing and then go to sleep. Just the one. Save the rest for when you're home."

So I told him one thing. The sash, and the long white stripe of him laid across it. I heard what it did to him, and he said God under his breath, and told me he loved me, and told me to get some sleep, and said he'd be counting down, and we hung up.

I lay back and didn't take the sash off and didn't wipe it clean. Down the stairs I could hear them starting to clear up without me, Becca running it, Nat still going. One night of the weekend left. I'd wanted a big black cock since before I was old enough to know that was the thing I was wanting, and I'd had one now, properly, in front of everyone who loved me. And instead of that being the end of it, I lay there wanting more, and I knew whose chin had lifted at me in the hall.
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The roast was Jade's idea and it was going badly. She'd found a chicken in the little shop on the corner Sunday morning, hungover and full of resolve, and announced we were sending the weekend off properly, like grown-ups, with a dinner. Two hours later the potatoes still weren't in, and the bird had gone into an oven none of us trusted. Jade stood in front of it in her dressing gown, her phone held up to the glass, reading a recipe off a woman whose kitchen was nicer than any of us would ever have.

"It says an hour twenty," she said. "It's been in fifty minutes and it looks exactly the same as when I put it in. It looks insulted."

"Leave it alone," Becca said, her eyes on the tin she was counting. "Opening the door's what's doing it."

I sat at the far end with a cup of tea going cold and let them get on with it. The house had that Sunday feeling to it, everyone soft round the edges and packing slowly, bags half-done on the stairs, the weekend nearly out. Nat was on the sofa under her cape again, watching the telly with the sound off. Sophie and Nadine were up top stripping the beds. In another few hours we'd be back in Nat's car with the playlist on, going the other way up the motorway, and it would be over.

Except I'd already done the thing that meant it wasn't, quite.

I'd woken up before any of them, in the too-big bed with the sash still knotted at my throat and last night sat clear and enormous in me, and I hadn't lain there being shy about what I wanted. I'd wanted it again. Not instead of Josh, not to fix anything, not for any reason I could have written on a form — I'd just woken up wanting one more, and this time I'd wanted the other one in it too. So I'd gone down and found Becca already up with her coffee, and I'd told her, flat, the way I'd got used to telling her things these few days.

"I want them back tonight. Both of them."

She'd looked at me over the mug for a second. "You sure? You've had your night. You don't owe anybody anything."

"I know I don't. That's not why."

"No." She'd almost smiled. "I can see it isn't." And she'd got her phone out and sorted it, the same as she'd sorted everything all along. They'd come after they finished a job up the coast, she said. No envelope this time, nothing booked, no balance. They'd come because I'd asked and for no other reason, and if that changed how I felt about it I should say so now. It hadn't changed how I felt about it. It was most of why I wanted it.

They came about eight, in through the back off the yard — Jerome first with a carrier bag of beers he'd brought himself, Malik behind him in a coat. The failed roast was finally coming good in the oven behind us, and it was the least like a booking anything had been all trip. Jerome put the beers in the fridge like he lived there. Malik took his coat off and hung it on the back of a chair and said the kitchen smelled like his nan's, and the pair of them stood about in the warm being ordinary while the girls made a fuss and got them plates. I watched Malik reach a plate down off the top shelf none of us could reach without the stool, and something tightened in me at the plain size of him doing it — a man reaching down a plate. I had to look back at my tea.

It was Jerome I had to ask, and I knew it, and I'd known it since his chin had gone up at me on his way out the night before. Malik had already been mine, in every way it was possible to be, and going back to him would have been easy. Jerome was the one I hadn't said a word to. So I found him by the fridge with his beer and I didn't dress it up.

"I want you in it tonight. Not watching. In it."

He weighed me up for a second, easy, the way he took in everything, and then he glanced over at Malik, one flick, checking — not for permission, just reading the shape of it, the system the two of them ran.

"That's her asking," Malik said, from the table. "Not me. You answer for yourself."

"Then yeah." Jerome cracked the beer he was holding and took a pull off it, unhurried, not a man who ever hurried to fill a quiet. "Thought about it since last night, if I'm honest… just wasn't mine to bring up." He tipped the bottle at me. "Eat your dinner first, though. That chicken's cost Jade her whole morning."

"To the chicken," Nat said, lifting a can she wasn't supposed to have, and we drank to it, and I sat back down at the table with my heart going and both of them in the room and one night left to have it in.
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The lounge was ours by half nine. It was a smaller thing than the night before, softer — no staging to speak of this time, just the lamps on and one sofa pulled round and the girls settling wherever, tired and happy and nearly home. Sophie had her feet up in Nadine's lap. Nat had her water and, for once, was drinking it. There was none of the held-breath ceremony of the first night, none of the big cleared floor. It was Sunday, and we all knew each other now, and nobody had a thing left to prove.

I'd brought the sash down. I'd woken in it, still stiff where Malik had marked it, and taken it off myself that morning, and known I wasn't done with it. So I tied it low round my hips this time, over my knickers, a knot at my side — worn where I wanted it now, not where Nat had pinned it. I came in wearing it and my dressing gown and nothing else, and both of them watched me cross the room to them.

Malik ran a hand slowly down my back and said, "Look who came back for more," low, and there was no act to it, and I felt it land in the backs of my knees.

They took the gown off me between them, one at each shoulder, and it dropped to the floor. Then I had them both. Malik's hands came round from behind and took my tits, heavy in his palms, his thumbs working slowly at my nipples till they stiffened, and Jerome stood at my front and I got the pair of them out and held a cock in each hand. They weren't the same. Malik was longer, dark the whole length, the cock I'd had every way there was the night before and would have known blind. Jerome put more in my palm — a shorter, blunter, heavier thing, my fingers with further to go to close round him. My mouth watered at the difference, two black cocks stood up hard in my two pale fists, and I couldn't have told you which I wanted in me first.

"Go on," Malik said quietly, watching me stare. "You asked for both of us. Take both of us."

I knelt down on the carpet and worked from one to the other with my mouth. I took Malik as deep as I could, deeper than the first night, until he pushed in too far and I came up choking, a string of spit hanging between us. Then across to Jerome. I could barely stretch my lips round the blunt head of him, and I choked myself trying and loved it. They stood over me with a hand each in my hair and let me work at it messily, my chin soaked, sucking one and then the other, moaning round whichever cock I had in my mouth.

"Steady," Jerome said, the once, quietly, his hand flat on the back of my head. "I've got you, Hayley. No rush."

I sucked his balls into my mouth and licked slowly all the way back up him, root to tip, and heard him groan above me, the first real sound I'd had out of him, and I felt it low in my pussy. I was dripping already, my knickers ruined under the sash, and neither of them had so much as touched me there yet.

Then Malik crouched behind me while I had Jerome in my mouth and pulled my knickers to one side. I felt his fingers drag through how wet I'd got and push up into my pussy, two of them, working me open while his thumb rolled slowly over my clit. I moaned around the cock in my mouth and shoved myself back onto Malik's hand, greedy for it. "She's soaked right through," he told Jerome over my back, almost admiring, curling his fingers so I gasped. "Feel that? This one's not going to need a bit of warming up." I wasn't. I'd been ready since I knotted the sash on. He kept his fingers in me and his thumb going until my thighs were shaking and I had to pull off Jerome's cock to get a breath.

Malik reached down for his jeans then, for the one rule of his I already knew, and I rocked back onto my heels and stopped him with a hand on his wrist.

"Not tonight. I'm covered — on the pill, have been for a good while. I want to feel you. Both of you. Nothing in the way of it."

He held there, his hand on the denim, and looked at me square. "Tell me yes, bride, and mean it."

"I'm sure. I want it bare. That's me asking."

"Then that's your call," he said, and let the jeans drop, and it was the last of it handed over to me — his one rule, the thing that wasn't up for a vote, folded because I'd said so. "Your night, bride. Every bit of it."

They put me up on the sofa on my hands and knees, my face down in the cushions, and Malik came behind me first because he knew I'd want him first. He rubbed the head of him slowly through my slit, found how wet I was, and pushed into me bare — skin on me, hot, every inch going in with nothing in the way — and I moaned into the cushion at the feel of it. It was different with nothing there. I could feel the full drag and weight of him working up into me, and I shoved back greedily for more.

"Feel that?" he breathed. "All me now, bride. Nothing between you and that black cock." He wound a hand into my hair. "Go on. Tell them whose slut you are tonight."

"Yours," I gasped into the cushion. "Both of yours. Fuck, that's it, give me that cock, harder⁠—"

Jerome knelt up at my head and I took his cock in my mouth, and then I had one at each end — Malik fucking up into my pussy slow and deep, Jerome filling my mouth, my hand working what I couldn't fit down. I couldn't have made a word if I'd tried. I was strung between the two of them, filled at both ends and shameless about it, and off to the side I heard Jade say *oh my god*, once, very quietly, and then the room went out like a light.

"Look at her go," Malik said above me, to the room and to no one, riding into me steadily. "Taking it like she was born to. Good little slut."

They swapped without me asking. Malik slid out of my pussy and the two men changed ends round me smoothly, like they'd done it a hundred times, and then Jerome was behind me and Malik was at my mouth. The difference of it went through me like a second first time. Jerome didn't reach as deep, but I felt every blunt wide inch of him each stroke, both his hands spread on my hips over the sash, hauling my pussy back onto his cock. He wasn't loud the way Malik was — just a low breath at my back and my name, over and over, Hayley, never once the bride. And Malik fed his cock into my mouth from the front and I tasted my own pussy all down the length of it and moaned for more of it.

"That's it," I heard myself gasp round him, whenever he pulled back far enough to let me. "Harder… fuck… I want both of you, I don't care who's looking—" and I didn't, not by then. I don't remember the half of what came out of me, only that I meant every filthy word of it. Jerome's rhythm turned heavier and I slammed my pussy back to meet it.

"Good girl," Malik said, holding my head still and feeding his cock back between my lips. "Both ends and still asking for more. Go on and come for us, bride — come on that black cock and let them all watch you do it."

"Get it, Hayls!" That was Nat somewhere behind the sofa, past tears, past everything. "Oh my god, take it…"

And I came like that, hard — me who'd asked for it, me who'd undone his last rule with a hand on his wrist — clenching helplessly round Jerome's cock with Malik's in my mouth, every woman I loved watching me do it, and I didn't hold back a sound of it.

"That's our girl," Malik said, easing out of my mouth, stroking the wet hair off my face. "Come up here."

Two men don't drag it out. Jerome pulled out of my pussy and I got myself upright on the cushion, kneeling, facing the both of them. He worked his cock in his fist over me, fast, and told me — the one rough thing out of him all night — to keep my face up for him. So I kept my face up, and he came across it, warm spurts of it striping my cheek and my lips and my lashes, and I shut my eyes and took it and licked in what reached my mouth. And while I knelt there blind with Jerome's cum on my face, Malik moved in close and finished himself against my front. He put it exactly where I'd known he'd wanted it since he watched me knot the thing on — across the sash low on my hips, rope after heavy rope laid over the white of the satin. BRIDE gone dark and wet under him, his cum and last night's soaked into the one strip.

"There," he said quietly, looking at what he'd done to it. "Now it's had both of us."

I knelt there striped from my face to my hips, the sash marked a second time, blind on one eye and grinning out of the other.

Then it was done, and they were two ordinary blokes in a rented lounge again, and the aftercare was two different men doing it two different ways. Jerome was up first and useful — a warm cloth from the kitchen, a glass of water pressed into my hand, my gown found and held open for my arms. Malik crouched in front of me and thumbed his cum off my eyelid so I could open it, careful as anything, and said one plain sentence when he'd done. "You're a lot of woman, Hayley. He's a lucky man." My name, not the title, and no weight on it, just true.
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They didn't hang about after. There was tea, and Jerome ate a cold roast potato standing at the counter because it would only go in the bin otherwise, and then they got their bag and Jerome's carrier of empties and went. The goodbye was nothing much and I was glad of it. Nat cried a bit, obviously, and made Malik promise the wedding would be jealous of her hen do, and he said it already was. Jerome shook my hand at the door, which set us both laughing at how daft it was after the evening we'd had, and then he hugged me instead, quick and easy, and said good luck with it, the real one. Nobody swapped a number. Somebody could have — the girls made noises about it, Nat loudest — but it didn't happen at the door and I didn't chase it. The van pulled off the kerb into the dark with both of them in it, and that was them gone. I stood in the hall a second after the engine had faded, tired right through and light with it, wanting nothing just then but my own bed and Josh in it to tell.

Monday came grey and flat off the sea, and we spent the morning turning the house back into somebody else's. Becca had us on jobs before nine — Jade on the bins, Nadine and Sophie on the beds, me and Nat wiping down a kitchen that had seen a lot. Becca walked the whole place at the end with the inventory on her phone, opening cupboards, counting the glasses back onto their shelf, squaring the deposit like she squared everything. The kitty tin got emptied out on the table and there was more left in it than any of us expected, which Becca put down to the drinks we hadn't paid for, and she split it round the six of us in notes and nobody argued.

I'd put the sash through the wash first thing, on my own, in a machine full of tea towels so it didn't have to be a thing. It came out clean — nearly clean; you could still see, if you knew to look, the faint tide-line of where it had been twice, a shadow in the weave that no amount of powder was ever getting out. Good. I didn't want it gone. I folded it damp and laid it carefully flat in the top of my tote, on top of the wedding folder, the seating plan and the honey favours and BRIDE in its washed-out white all going home in the same bag, and I zipped it up.

Then it was the cars, and the last look round the empty rooms, and Nat's playlist starting up again three hours the wrong way, and the coast dropping off behind us in the mirror.
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Josh had got the flat ready like I was coming back from a war. The boiler job was done — I could tell before he said it, because he had that loose look he gets when a bad job's finally off his books. The heating was on. There were flowers on the table that he'd obviously bought at the garage, because one bunch still had the sticker on. The kettle went on the second I was through the door. He took the strap off my shoulder and set the bag down, and held me for a long time in the hall without saying a word, his chin against my hair, and I stood in it and let the whole trip settle out of me.

"You look well," he said into my hair. "You look really well, actually."

"I feel it."

He made the tea and I sat at our own table, the one we'd fought the seating plan out on a lifetime ago. I wrapped my hands round the mug he'd made too strong, the way he always did, and neither of us pretended we were going to talk about the boiler.

"You want it now or you want to sit down first?" he said.

"Now." I looked at him over the rim of the mug. "You've been so good. You've been ringing me back on the second ring for three days and being all light about it and I know exactly what it's cost you, holding still like that. So sit down, and you'll have the lot, the way we said."

"Start at the van arriving," he said, and sat, and put his own mug down and didn't touch it again.

So I told him. Nothing left out. I told him about the show first — the receipt in the card, Nat's face, the sash pinned on — and he laughed in the right places. And then it stopped being a story I was telling from a distance and started being a thing happening again in the room. I told him about the first night, Malik, the circle, the way I'd handed the sash over and asked out loud with everyone hearing. I got up somewhere in the telling of it — I don't fully know when — and I ended up on his lap, facing him, the pair of us still half-dressed, telling it against his mouth while his hands went up under my top.

"And last night," he said, low, already hard under me, "you had them both."

"I had them both."

"Say it properly." Not a demand, not a test — hungry, plain, my Josh wanting the true version the way he'd always wanted it. "I want the real one, Hayls. All of it."

So I gave him the real one, flat and plain, no party left in my voice. I told him I'd asked Jerome myself. I told him I'd stopped Malik's hand and had them both bare, because I wanted to feel it and it was mine to call. "I had one in my mouth and one in my pussy," I said, watching his face take every word of it. "They swapped me over halfway and I begged them not to stop. I've never come like that in my whole life, Josh. Not once, not even close." I told him where they'd finished, Jerome across my face and Malik over the sash on my hips, and that I'd knelt there covered in the pair of them, lit right up, thinking about coming home to him the whole time.

He'd got my leggings off somewhere in the telling. He got a hand under me and pulled me down onto his cock right there on the kitchen chair, the two of us, home, and he pushed up into me and groaned into my neck like it hurt him.

"Tell me the sash bit again," he said against my throat, and I told him the sash bit again, and he was gone almost before I'd finished it, shuddering up into me while I rode it out on his lap.

We made it to the bed after, eventually, and did it properly the second time, slower. He got me on my back and pushed into me, and I wrapped round him. I gave him the smaller things now, the ones I'd saved — how Jerome had said my name the whole way through and never the title, how big Malik had felt bare after the rubber, the sounds I'd made that I'd never made for anyone. "You'd have loved it," I told him, with his cock moving in me, unhurried. "Watching me suck them both. I was such a filthy thing, Josh, and I thought about you the whole time."

"Both at once," he said against my jaw, hardly a question, his cock jumping in me. "Fuck. You took both their cocks and still thought about me."

"The whole time. I promise you." He groaned and drove in harder. I told him exactly how it had felt to have one in my mouth and one in my pussy at once, how I'd come round the pair of them, and I felt him lose it inside me while I said it. There wasn't a single part of the weekend that didn't make him want me more.

After, he lay with his hand spread warm on my stomach and asked me the only real question of the whole night. "You got everything you wanted, then?"

"Everything." And then, because he deserved the whole of it: "And I'd not do a second of it without you knowing. That's not the wedding making me say it. That's just how it is."

"I know," he said. "That's why I could say yes." He kissed my shoulder, freckled and pale in the lamp, and reached over and turned the light off. My fitting was Tuesday. The sash was folded in the tote by the door with the seating plan, going nowhere now but up the aisle behind me, and I fell asleep in my own bed with my whole life in front of me and not one thing left in a drawer.


EPILOGUE


Nat had my face in one hand and a loaded brush in the other, and she'd told me twice already to stop grinning because it moved everything.

"You're going to make me do this eye a third time," she said. "Sit still. God, you're actually getting married. Today. I can't cope with it."

"You said that in the car."

"I'll be saying it at the disco. Deal with it." She sat back, looked at her work, wet the corner of a tissue and carefully fixed something just under my lash line. Her own eyes were already brimming. "Don't you dare set me off before the aisle. Becca said if I cry the mascara off before the photographs she's redoing it herself, and she's got a nurse's idea of gentle."

Becca was over by the window in her dress with the whole morning run off a list on her phone — the cars timed, the buttonholes counted, my case standing zipped by the door for after. I'd packed it the night before, on my own. The wedding folder was long finished with, but I'd put the sash in anyway, folded flat under the good underwear with BRIDE facing up. It was coming on honeymoon with us. It was mine now, and I wanted it where I was going. Becca had watched it go in and said not one word. She'd only reached past me and zipped the case shut.

Then it was time, and it all went by far too fast.

The walk down was the longest thirty seconds I have ever lived through. Josh stood at the end of it in a suit that didn't sit right on him, because suits never do on him. His big hands were clasped low and his ears had gone pink. He watched me steadily the whole way, with a look on his face I'd only ever seen in private, and I nearly went over in my heels for looking back at him.

He said his vows plain, like he says everything. He said he was taking all of me — the bits he'd always known and the bits he'd learned this last year — and that he wasn't handing any of it back. For one dizzy second, standing there in white in front of my mother, I felt another man's weight low in me all over again — the whole weekend of it, hot and close. Then it was gone, and there was only Josh's thumb moving slowly over my knuckle while the vicar talked. I got my own vows out somehow. I meant every ordinary word.

At the reception he held me too close for a first dance, one hand spread flat and heavy at the base of my back and the other slid slowly onto my hip. He was half-hard against me before we'd got round the floor the once, and he didn't bother to hide it. He put his mouth to my ear. "Minute this is done," he said, low, "I'm getting you out of that dress, and I'm going to fuck you stupid." An ache rolled through me, and I had to keep my face nice for a room full of aunties while my new husband's cock pressed at me through his good trousers.

Nat cried through the whole song and half the buffet. And then Becca stood up with a glass, and for once in her life she let the flat register lift.

She didn't do a normal speech. She said she'd known me since we were teenagers. And she said the thing about working A&E was that you spent your whole career watching people be sorry — and it was hardly ever the reckless things they were sorry for. It was the asks they'd swallowed, the wants they'd sat on to be polite. She said she was glad, more than she could get out without ruining her make-up too, that whatever else happened, Hayley Marsh had gone up that aisle with nothing still stuck in her throat. The room went "aww" and drank to it and heard a lovely thing about living life to the full. I heard exactly what she'd said, and lifted my glass to her, and she gave me the smallest nod back.

We slipped away before the end, like you're meant to. The car had the case in the boot with the sash folded in among the honeymoon things, and Josh's toolbox he'd forgotten to take out, which was about right for us. I checked my phone in the passenger seat out of habit while he pulled off, and there among the wedding-planning contacts — the florist, the venue, Nat — was a number I'd saved after the weekend and never seriously thought about deleting. I had no intention of doing it now. I knew what it was for. One day, not soon, I'd want other men again, and I'd say so out loud to Josh the same as I had this time. It sat there in plain sight, filed in with the caterer and the band and the rest of my life.

Josh put his hand on my knee. I laid mine over it, ring to ring, and we went.


ALSO BY CLAIRE ATTARD

The First Time Blacked Collection — standalone stories. Different couples, different rooms, the same first time none of them can take back.

Company Man: A White Wife Taken By Her Husband’s Big Black Boss

Dan’s boss runs the region, the room, and — once the quarterly dinner surfaces the fantasy Dan never dared say — his wife. Dan pours the wine and watches the man he answers to take Nicola at his own table.

Tell Me Everything: A White Wife’s First Time With Her Big Black Trainer

Tom books Gemma six weeks with a big black personal trainer for their anniversary. Every night she tells him what happened on the mats — until the telling gets ahead of the truth, and the truth catches up.

Through The Wall: A White Wife Shared With The Big Black Lodger

Neil and Lisa take in a lodger to cover the bills. The first night the sound of him with a woman comes through the bedroom wall — and Lisa can’t stop listening, or wondering when it’s her turn.

The Last Hand: A White Wife Won By Her Husband’s Big Black Best Friend

At the monthly poker night the oldest joke is that Kirsty will leave Mark for his best friend Calvin. One night Kirsty raises the stakes herself, loses the last hand, and pays what the bet bought.

Permission: A White Wife Seduced By A Young Black Bull

A composed young black man asks Stuart’s permission to buy his wife a drink. Then a dinner. Then a night. And Michelle’s dormant appetite wakes around the asking — until the asks change address.

…and more coming soon.
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