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Marcus had the door open before they were halfway up the path, a tea towel over one shoulder and a glass of red already poured. He put it straight into Claire's hand like he'd been holding it for her all evening.

"You found us, then," he said. "Get in out of the cold, the two of you."

The house did the usual thing to him. He priced risk all day for a living and couldn't help doing it at people's front doors, this one worst of all. Big square hall with room in it for a console table and a lamp and the smell of a slow-cooked joint drifting through from the back. Two cars on the drive, both of them clean and grown-up. He stood on the mat and quietly totted up the extension and the island visible through the far doorway, while Claire was already laughing at a line he'd missed the start of.

His mum had the boys till the morning. That was the night out, the whole of it. Somebody else's bath time, somebody else's seven o'clock, him and Claire let off the lead for once, in a kitchen that cost more than his car.

He hung his coat and looked at Claire under the lights.

She'd made an effort. An hour in the bathroom and out in the green dress, the one that only came out for things, and in Marcus's big bright kitchen Tom looked at her properly, more properly than he had in months. Thirty-four, and fuller than the girl he'd married at twenty-three, two years after he'd met her at a wedding neither of them had wanted to go to. Heavier up top since the boys, soft through the belly and the thighs she kept covered, her hair pinned up the quick way because she'd come off a bank shift with barely time to get changed. Big tits, full and heavy and real, and the green sat tight over them. She was pale enough to show everything, and when Marcus leaned in and murmured a few words too low to catch, the colour came up the front of her chest in a slow pink flush. A man had looked at his wife and meant it.

Tom clocked that before he clocked anything else. Another man, looking at Claire, and her chest going pink for him. It went through him before he could stop it, and his stomach dropped, and lower down, against all sense, he felt himself stir.

Marcus was a big bloke. Broad, strong in the loose way of a man who'd given up thinking about it years back, gone a touch soft round the middle. Black, his hair greying at the sides, with a calm flat face that took the room exactly as it came. He was a surgeon, which Tom kept finding ways to mention to people. The hands matched the job, big and square and steady, wrapped round the neck of the wine bottle like it was a biro. He ran a size up from Tom in every direction, bigger than him through the shoulders, through the hands, and Tom caught himself measuring it, and thumbed his wedding ring.

"Sit, the pair of you," Marcus said. "Simone's plating up. She bans me from it, says I'm a liability with a hot dish."

"He genuinely is," Simone said, coming through with two plates flat on her palms. She was lean and gym-hard and put together in a way that plainly took time, in a dark sleeveless thing that showed arms she'd earned. Smaller than Claire, and higher, all of her worked for and looked after. She set the plates down and looked them both over, quick and amused, like she'd already sized them up. "Claire. You look gorgeous. Doesn't she, Tom?"

"She does," Tom said.

"He has to say that," said Claire, and the flush climbed another inch.

"No, love, he absolutely does not," Simone said. "That's the whole point of him. Sit down before it's cold."

They sat. The food was a cut above Tom's, and the wine kept coming, and for a while it was easy, the four of them at a table built for eight. The women had met at a running club a year back, Claire sticking it three months and Simone never missing a week, the wives clicking first and towing the husbands in after. They talked about that, then about a trip Marcus and Simone were taking to a place Tom made himself stop turning into a figure, then about the boys, and about how he and Claire had got as far as her mum's caravan twice since the second one arrived and called it a holiday.

"Don't," Simone said. "We'll only make you hate us."

"We already do," Tom said, light, and Marcus laughed, easy and unhurried.

"You'd hate it more than you think," Marcus said. "No kids, all that quiet. You get a lot of time on your hands and you have to go looking for things to fill it." He topped up Claire's glass, then Tom's. "We manage."

"They manage," Simone said to Claire, lower, and Claire laughed before she'd worked out why, and went pinker.

Tom watched Marcus watch her.

On the face of it Marcus was only being friendly. But he held his eyes on Claire the whole time she talked, steady and warm and in no rush, and that was exactly what Tom himself had quietly given up around the time the second baby came. Marcus had all the time in the world. And Claire, who got noticed by next to nobody these days, who ran her bank shifts and her school runs and climbed into bed in a vest top and long bottoms, sat in the warm of it and brightened by the minute.

How many of these, Tom thought. A year of her, through the running club and through his own wife. How many dinners has he sat this close to her, wanting her, saying nothing. Tom's mouth had gone dry. He took a drink to wet it and it stayed dry.

And it wasn't only him doing the watching. His wife had her eyes on Simone. Simone sat back like she owned the seat and the bright kitchen both, one bare arm slung along the top of Marcus's chair, saying whatever landed on her tongue and never once checking a face to see how it went down. Claire checked faces. She'd been reading his across a table for the whole of their marriage, whether he was happy, whether he was worried about the money. She took in the other woman now, the easy sprawl of her, and the bare dark dress she'd have called far too much on herself in the shop, and Tom saw her sit up a touch straighter in her own and pull her shoulders back.

"Tom does risk," Claire said, proud of him, two glasses in. "Insurance. He'll tell you the odds of anything. Go on, ask him something."

"The odds of anything," Marcus said. "Go on, then. What are the odds I leave that bottle on the side and we open another one?"

"Slim," Tom said. "Very slim." Even Simone smiled at that, and just then he had the whole table, and it felt good, and he hated exactly how good it felt.

It carried on like that. Simone ran the evening as easily as Marcus ran the wine, steering them off the dull stuff, dropping the slightly outrageous line now and then to see who'd colour. Mostly it was Claire who coloured.

"Go on, Claire," she said at one point, leaning in over her glass. "When did your Tom last tell you you looked good enough to eat? Honestly, now. Don't lie to me, I'll see it on you."

Claire opened her mouth and shut it and laughed and went scarlet to the collarbone, the green going taut across her tits as she folded her arms over them. Marcus watched her do it and smiled to himself. Tom watched his wife colour under another man's eyes and felt himself stiffen, low and unasked, an actual stir in his trousers at his own dinner with friends. Christ. He shifted in the chair and made himself leave the wine alone; he was driving.

"He tells me," Claire managed, eventually. "In his way…"

"In his way," Simone said, kind enough about it, and moved them on.

"Right," she said later, when the candles had burned low and Claire's wrist was lying on the table an inch off Marcus's. "Coffee, or are you two being sensible and driving?"

"Sensible," Claire said, with real regret.

"You're not sensible, you're responsible," Simone said. "It's a different thing entirely. Go on, out, before I keep you here all night."

Marcus saw them to the door. He shook Tom's hand and swallowed it whole, and he kissed Claire on the cheek with one big hand resting lightly at the small of her back, half a second past what a friend's would, and told them to come again soon, and he plainly did mean it.

Then the cold path and the car and the quiet, and the quiet had gone strange. Tom drove. Claire sat with her coat done up and her face to the window and a small private smile on her she'd no clue she was wearing. The whole length of the dual carriageway he was sharply aware of her beside him in the dark, more than he'd managed in years. The heat of her, the dress under her coat, the pink he knew for a fact had gone all the way down. He kept thinking about that big steady hand at the base of her spine, and where else on his wife it might have gone, and another man's hand was suddenly the only thing in his head. His cock gave a throb against the seat belt. He was bloody ridiculous, half-hard at the wheel at thirty-six like a teenager, and barely ashamed of any of it.

At home the house was too quiet with the boys gone. Claire went straight up. By the time Tom had locked the back and followed, she had the lamp on and her earrings off and the dress still on, and she was stood square in front of the long mirror, looking at herself. She turned a little to one side, then the other, the green cut close over her arse. A hand went flat to her own stomach and came away again. She studied the woman in the glass like she was hunting for what Marcus had seen in her tonight.

She hadn't heard Tom come up the stairs. He stayed where he was and let her look.
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The place Claire had pictured had a wine list and a bit of low light and a barman who'd ask was it the Malbec or the Rioja. What Tom walked her into was the Crown, where the match was on three screens and the carpet pulled at her heels and a man by the door looked up slowly from his pint, clocked her, and kept on looking.

The boys were at her mum's for the night. She'd overdressed, and she knew it. She'd known it climbing out the car and she knew it worse now, stopped just inside the door in the red wrap dress and her wedding heels, in a place where every other woman wore jeans and a top come straight off a shift. The dress was a year old. She'd not had it on since before the second baby, and she'd put it on tonight because of Simone, if she was honest, after a whole evening watching a woman own a room just by walking into it. It crossed over her chest and tied at the side and sat close everywhere. Close over her tits, in tight at the waist, snug again over her arse. In her own bedroom it had felt like armour. Here it felt like she'd come out in her underwear, and the cool of the pub sat on the bare tops of her breasts where the wrap dipped.

"I'll get them in," Tom said, low against her ear over the noise. "You go and find us a spot."

So she stood on her own for a minute in her heels while her husband queued patiently at the crowded bar, and the room had a proper look at her.

She felt it land before she'd worked out what it was. A warmth crawling up the back of her neck, the same one that gave her away under Marcus's kitchen lights and at twenty-one. The two lads at the fruit machine had stopped feeding it coins. One said something sideways and the other laughed, and both looked again, lower this time, dragging it down the whole length of her. Their eyes went exactly where she thought. Down to her tits under the wrap of the dress, and the bare of her legs below it. Her body answered them stupidly and at once, a warm pull tightening between her thighs before her sensible head got anywhere near a thought.

God, she was actually getting wet. Stood in a football pub with strangers all round her, and her own body had just rolled straight over.

She found the one free table, a high stool against the wall by the dartboard, and crossed to it quickly with her bag held up like it covered a single thing. She sat. She tugged the hem down over her thigh where it had ridden, and wished hard for the cardigan she'd left hanging on the kitchen chair. Her phone came out and she looked at nothing on it.

It didn't help. She could feel them all the while, a soft prickle down one whole side of her, four or five at least, and that was the thought that did it. Four or five strange men with their eyes on her tits and her legs, and every single one picturing it. Picturing her, out of that dress, under them, while their pints went warm. Her nipples had gone hard against the thin fabric. She pressed an arm across herself and it didn't make a blind bit of difference.

When she looked up from the screen, the big lad nearest was watching her over his mate's shoulder, not even pretending, and he grinned when she caught him and lifted his pint an inch like a hello. She dropped her eyes. Her heart was going properly now. She was lit up under the lights in a roomful of men in football shirts, soaked right through over nothing at all. Where was Tom. Why had she worn the bloody dress.

"You all right there?"

He'd come over. Up close he was younger than her, broad in the shoulders, a rugby top on and a daft friendly face gone pink with drink. "Sorry. My mate's bet me a fiver I wouldn't come and say hello. You looked like you might be waiting on someone."

"My husband," she said. "He's getting the drinks."

"Course he is. Lucky man." He said it easily, no edge on it at all, and set a fresh glass of white down she hadn't even seen him carrying. "There. That's me losing the bet and buying you one, so my whole night's a write-off already. I'm Lee."

"You really shouldn't have done that," Claire said, but she was smiling, she knew she was. "Honestly. My husband's literally right there."

"Then he can come and tell me off, can't he. I'll risk it." Lee leaned a forearm on the high table, not too close, easy in himself, and it pulled low in her belly before she could stop it. "Go on, then. You're not from round here, are you, not dressed like that. Look at the state of the rest of us."

"We're only five minutes away," she said, and laughed despite herself. "I thought it'd be a different sort of place, that's all…"

"Oh, it's a different sort of place. It's a shithole. But the beer's cheap." He glanced back at his mates, a couple of them watching openly now, one lifting his chin at her in a way that wasn't rude, only glad, and the warmth went all the way down again, a fresh clench she had to keep her knees together against. "They don't believe you're real, by the way. I've been sent to confirm."

"Confirm what?"

"That you're real." He shrugged, grinned. "You walked in and the whole pub honestly forgot the football. United are getting beat and not a man in here's noticed. That's down to you, that is."

She should have been cringing. The sensible half of her, the bit that did the school run and climbed into bed in a vest top, was cringing and scanning for Tom and rehearsing the apology. But underneath it, in a part of her she'd had no earthly use for in years, something had gone warm and loose and shameless, and it was paying very close attention to a young man telling her a room of strangers had stopped to look. She wanted, badly and out of nowhere, to know which of them had said the filthiest thing about her to his pals. She took a drink of the wine he'd brought her. It was warm and not very nice and she had another mouthful anyway.

"There you are."

Tom. Two pints in his hands, stopping a foot short of the table. He looked at Lee. He looked at the glass that plainly hadn't come from him.

"All right, mate." Lee straightened up, all of it open and harmless. "Been keeping your wife company and embarrassing myself. Lost a bet. Bought her a drink to cover the shame of it. No funny business, I swear down." He put a hand briefly on Tom's shoulder, friendly, the way men do, and Tom didn't shrug it off. "You're a lucky man. Told her that twice now, she'll back me up. Enjoy your night, yeah."

He went back to his mates, who cheered him low and clapped him on the back like he'd done something, and Claire sat with a stranger's wine going warm on the table and her husband standing over her, not sitting down.

"Sorry," she said. "I didn't do anything, he just walked over."

"I saw." Tom set the pints down and pulled out the stool and finally sat, and she watched his face to see which of his faces she'd get. She knew them all. She'd been reading that one across tables half her life. She'd braced for the closed one, or the let's-drink-up-and-go one.

It wasn't that one. He had the look on him from Marcus's kitchen. Like he'd had her years ago and only just got her back.

"He bought you a drink," Tom said.

"He bought me a drink." She turned the glass a slow quarter on the sticky table. "I told him not to, but he did it anyway."

"They were all looking at you." His voice had gone low and careful. He got like that working a thing out, when he didn't want to scare it off. "When I was up there getting the round in, I watched the whole room turn to you. Him and his mates, the fella by the cigarette machine, the barman, the lot of them. You can feel it, can't you…" He turned his pint without drinking. "Don't tell me you can't."

"Tom." Nothing came after his name, so it just sat there between them, and the heat sat under the dress with it. Across the racket of the room she understood her husband wasn't angry. Whatever this was on his face, it was want, plain as hers, and the same warm pull she couldn't sit still under had its match a foot away across the beer-wet table.

"Drink up," she said instead, lower than she'd meant. "I want to go home."

They did not make it through the front door clean.

She'd thought about it the whole way back, in the quiet dark of the car with her knees pressed together and the streetlights sliding over her, and she could tell he was at it too, because he drove one-handed and put the other flat and heavy high on her thigh at the lights and just left it there, hot through the dress. By the time the key was in the lock she was wound so tight she could have cried. He had her against the inside of the door before she'd got her heels off, his mouth down on hers, one hand fisting the skirt up. She let her bag drop and her head go back against the wood and her thighs come apart for him without being asked.

"Christ, Claire." His hand went up the warm inside of her thigh and found her through her knickers and stopped dead. He swore again, quieter, into her neck. She knew what he'd found. She'd been like this since the pub and there was no hiding it now, the wet soaked clean through the cotton, his fingers pressing the sodden of it up into her.

"Don't," she said, which made no sense, because she had hold of his wrist and was pushing herself down onto his fingers.

"Your cunt's soaking." Almost wondering, against her throat. "You're dripping down my hand, love. From all those men in there, eyeing you up."

"Tom—"

"Tell me." He dragged the wet cotton aside and ran two thick fingers up the slick of her cunt. She gasped and grabbed his shoulder. "You liked it. Say it for me."

She turned her face into his neck so she wouldn't have to watch herself say it. It came out small. "I liked it."

"Course you did."

"I liked it, all right? God. Feel how wet my cunt is. That's for you." His fingers were properly in her now, knuckle-deep, slow and then not slow at all, the heel of his palm grinding up onto her clit so she had something to ride. She rode it with no shame left in her at all, rolling her hips off the door onto his hand, the wet of her loud in the hush of the hall, a filthy little sound each time he pushed back in. "I liked him coming over. I liked you seeing it. They all wanted to fuck me, Tom. A whole pub of them, and I stood there and let them look."

"Fuck."

He had his forehead jammed against her temple, his arm working, his cock a hot rigid bar against her hip through his jeans.

"Go on," he breathed. "Tell me the rest."

"I wanted them to." It spilled out of her into the dark, his fingers buried deep in her. "All of them. I wanted every man in that room fucking me while you sat right there and watched it happen. Nobody's looked at me like that in years, Tom. I felt twenty-one. I stood in that shithole soaked through and I felt like I could've gone home with any of them." Her voice cracked on it. "Don't stop. Make me cum. Please⁠—"

She came on the word, hard and fast and humiliating, biting down on his shoulder through the shirt with her whole body clamped round his hand. It tore through her fast, her cunt pulsing on his fingers, her raw little clit jumping under his palm. He kept two fingers deep and felt every clench of it and made a low broken sound into her hair.

And she wasn't finished, and neither was he. She got a hand down and dragged at his belt and his jeans until she had his cock out, thick and hot and already slick at the end, and she worked it slow in her fist, knowing exactly what it did to him. "Not your fingers," she said against his mouth. "I want your cock in me. Now, while they're all still in my head."

He turned her to the wall and shoved the dress up off her arse and pushed into her in one long stroke, and they both groaned at it, her pussy still fluttering from before and gripping him to the root. He fucked her like that, one hand fisted in her hair, the other coming off her hip to drag up beneath the skirt and cup the weight of a tit, heavy in his palm, her nipple tight between his fingers. She moaned and shoved her arse back harder onto him, the slap of his hips into her filling the little hall, and gave him the last of it through her teeth. "That's what they were after, Tom. Me like this. God, fuck me⁠—"

"I know." He had barely a voice left on him. "I know. God."

He came with a groan bitten into her shoulder, holding her down hard on his cock while he emptied into her, then she reached back blind and caught his thigh and kept him there until he was done.

For a second the only sound was the two of them breathing and a car going past outside.

Then she was just a woman with her dress shoved up round her waist and her knickers somewhere on the hall floor and the day's post still on the mat, her husband going soft inside her, the pair of them slick and wrung out. She turned in his arms. He looked wrecked, blown wide open. In love with her, and something newer under it he hadn't caught up with yet.

"For you," she said quietly, getting in first, before either of them could think too hard about any of it. She put her mouth to his jaw. "Only ever you. You know that."

He nodded against her. He believed it, or badly wanted to, and she let him have it, and she half believed it herself.

But later, washed and lying in the dark with Tom gone heavy and asleep beside her, Claire lay flat on her back with her eyes open and did the exact thing she'd sworn she wouldn't. Lee's daft grin. The chin lift from the one by the wall. The barman's eyes coming up off the taps and finding her, and finding her again. The warmth came back, low and aching, her cunt still swollen and tender from him, and she pressed her thighs together against it and lay dead still, careful not to wake him. She'd told him it was all for him. She thought about doing it again. She pictured the dress on, a bigger room, a proper crowd, more of them than tonight, already working out where, on the quiet, before she'd half let herself admit she was awake.
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"So nobody in this pub thought to mention you were a married woman," Simone said. "Not a single one."

"They knew." Claire had her wine in both hands, holding it like cover. "My husband was stood right there, and one of them said it to his face. Lucky man, he called him."

"And what did the lucky man do about it?"

"Got the round in," Tom said, and Marcus laughed at that, low and easy from along the sofa, and filled Tom's glass without being asked.

It was a smaller night than the first. Drinks and a bowl of olives out, the boys at Claire's mum's, two good bottles open and a third standing ready on the side. Claire had come in jeans and a soft dark top cut lower than anything she'd have chanced before the pub. Tom had watched her settle on it in the bedroom mirror, turning once, leaving it. He'd let her. He was getting practised at letting her.

Simone had the whole pub out of her inside ten minutes. She ran it like she ran every room, sat back with her bare feet tucked under her, asking the next thing before Claire had finished ducking the last. The story ended up on the worktop between them, and there it stayed.

"Go on," Simone said. "I want the part you're skipping. Some lad bought you a drink."

"He lost a bet." Claire had gone pink already, the flush climbing her throat into her face, and she pressed the cold glass to her cheek to fight it. "His mates dared him. It was nothing."

"It wasn't nothing, it was lovely. A whole room of them, and you in that dress." Simone looked her over, slowly and frankly pleased. "Look at you, gone scarlet just telling it. You loved every second."

"I was mortified."

"You can be both. I'd put money on both." She topped Claire's glass and held her eye. "A room full of men wanting to fuck you, love, and you stood there and let the lot of them look. Every woman alive would love it."

Claire laughed instead of answering, helpless with it, and Tom watched the colour go up. His cock thickened against the seam of his jeans at a kitchen counter in front of his friends, and he shifted on the stool and reached for the wine. Marcus knows now. Marcus sat three feet off, knowing Tom's wife had walked into a pub full of strangers and gone home wet enough to take him against the door the second it shut. He knew it, and he let it show. His eyes had stayed warm on Claire since she coloured, and Tom felt it land low in him, the looking and the knowing both.

"He went a bit quiet about it, mind." A small needle in it, aimed his way. "On the night. You were very interested in that football, love. For a man whose wife was getting chatted up six feet off you."

"I was watching."

"You were watching the telly."

"I was not watching the telly." Sharper than he meant. Marcus huffed into his glass. Simone sat very still, waiting him out, and Tom heard himself start, and let it run. "I watched the whole room turn to her. Every man in the place. I watched her stand in the middle of it gone shy as a girl, and she had a far better night than she's letting on. She came home…"

He caught it a half-beat late, the three of them looking at him.

"She was fine," he said.

"No, finish it." Simone was delighted. "Came home and what?"

"Tom." Claire's voice dropped.

"She walked back in wet through and had me up against the front door before her heels were off. There. She'll not thank me for that one."

His mouth had gone dry and he pushed on through it anyway, past stopping, the thing out of their own bedroom said out loud now in someone else's kitchen.

Fucking hell.

He'd handed her to the room. He'd done it before he'd properly decided to.

The kitchen went still a second. Claire was scarlet to the collarbone now, the flush down into the dark of the top, and she reached over and slapped his arm hard, and he half-earned it. When she leaned the top fell open at the front, and Marcus's eyes dropped to her tits and came back up, easy, in no hurry. But she stayed put. She slapped him and called him a bastard under her breath and went the colour of the wine, and she sat exactly where she was, her knee an inch off Marcus's at the end of the counter, high-coloured and square-shouldered, not shifting an inch.

"You'll pay for that on the way home," she told him, trying for stern over the top of her glass and missing it.

"There it is," Simone said, soft, to Claire. "That's not a woman who hated her night."

"You're terrible," Claire said. "Both of you. He's worse."

"He's honest. There's a difference." Simone slid off the stool to fetch the third bottle, lean and brown in a vest and lounge bottoms, sure of every inch of herself, and Tom saw his wife clock every step of it across the kitchen. "I'll tell you this for free. The pretending is the part that kills it. Not the wanting. Everyone wants. It's two people sat across a table for thirty years pretending they've gone blind to everyone else."

"We don't pretend," Marcus said, easy. It was nearly the first full thing he'd said all night. He had one big arm slung along the back of the sofa, his glass resting on his knee, that flat surgeon's calm on him. "Never have. Done us all right."

"What he means is we worked it out early," Simone said, dropping back onto her stool with the cork already out. She filled Claire's glass first, then Tom's, watching Tom while she poured. "You get to a point and you choose. Either you spend thirty years quietly going off each other and call it settling down. Or you're honest about what the pair of you are, and you keep it lit, and you stop saying sorry for liking what you like." She set the bottle down. "We like ours lit. That's the whole of it."

Claire turned her wine slowly in her hands. "And you two never…" She caught herself, gone pink, then finally made herself ask it. "How do you not end up hating each other? That's the bit I can't see."

"By not pretending we'd each go to our grave wanting no one but the other," Simone said. "Pretending's what rots a marriage. We stopped years ago." She aimed it at Claire, but her eyes came to rest on Tom for the last of it, light and unbothered. "Some couples are built for it. They just take a while to find out."

Marcus reached over with the bottle and saw to Claire's glass. "She's not selling you anything, mind," he said to Tom, easy with it. "She does this. Tells folk how they ought to live. Most of them aren't listening."

Claire looked back down at her wine. Whatever she'd thought to say to that, she kept it, and the colour stayed high in her throat, and Tom's pulse kicked.

The dishwasher ticked over in the quiet that came after. Tom had the strong sense of a door standing open in a warm house, his to walk through or leave. He kept his eyes on his glass. Under the counter his cock was still half-hard and his pulse was up, and he wanted a thing he was a long way off saying out loud. How many couples have sat round this kitchen and felt exactly this. Marcus has had it a hundred times. Some other man's wife gone pink across his worktop, and him easy as anything about it. Marcus topped Tom's glass and asked him a flat ordinary question about the insurance, and Tom took it gratefully and the talk loosened off again. The door stayed open behind all of it, and nobody moved to shut it.

They left not long after. Marcus saw them to the door. His handshake swallowed Tom's whole. Then he drew Claire in and kissed her cheek, close to the corner of her mouth this time, one big hand spread warm at the nape of her neck, and kept her there a moment past the last time, and told her plainly to come back soon.

The car home was quiet, and the cold kind of quiet at that. Claire pulled her coat across her chest and fixed her eyes on the windscreen, and the silence that came down was heavier than the ordinary married sort. Neither of them spoke, each waiting on the other to start. Tom did the belt and the mirror and the slow reverse off the drive, both hands on the wheel, jaw set, sharply aware of her in the dark beside him. The perfume. The low top under the coat. The pink he knew for a fact was still high on her chest.

At the lights she reached across, eyes ahead, and put her hand flat and warm high on his thigh, where he'd put his on hers in the car back from the pub, and left it there.

"You didn't have to tell them that," she said.

"I know."

She left the hand where it was. The light went green. He waited a second, then pulled away, and her hand stayed on him the whole way home.


4




Claire came in the back way still blowing from the last drag up the hill, her top soaked through and stuck to her. She'd done four miles. A month ago she'd have called that a lie told about somebody else, and she stood a second on the mat with her hands braced on her knees, breathing hard, while the tap dripped and the boys' cereal bowls sat in the sink. Tom's mum had taken both boys swimming and wouldn't drop them home till teatime. The house had that big Saturday quiet she was only lately learning to like instead of fill.

Tom was at the counter with a coffee and his phone, and he glanced up when the door went, and then he properly looked, the long look he'd been giving her since the dinner.

"Four miles." He said that like she'd robbed a bank. "You'll have me jogging behind you with the buggy soon."

"Don't." She got a glass down and ran the tap cold and drank the whole lot where she stood, and the entire time she felt his eyes on her and didn't mind it one bit. The leggings and the old sports bra she'd dug out of a drawer were tight and damp now and showed him everything, her chest still heaving from the run, the flush of it sitting up under her jaw where it always took its time to fade. Once upon a time she'd have grabbed a hoodie off the peg before she'd said a word. She left it where it hung. She set the glass down, pushed the wet hair off her face, and let him have his fill. It went warm and low through her, being looked at like that in her own kitchen by her own husband, like she was worth stopping over.

"Your phone keeps buzzing," he said, nodding at it going on the side.

She wiped a hand down her thigh and picked it up. Simone. The running app had pinged her time into the little club group, and Simone had got there first.

Four miles?? Who are you and what have you done with Claire. Then, underneath, while she was still reading, a second one dropped. Right, you're coming to ours for dinner soon. Marcus is itching to do his stupid slow lamb, takes him the whole day, he loves it. Just the four of us. No excuses, I'll know.

"It's Simone." Claire turned the screen to him. "We're summoned. Dinner at theirs, and Marcus is cooking."

"Course we are." He read it over the top of his mug. "And she'd check, an' all. Ring your mum to test the excuse."

"She absolutely would." Claire laughed and put the phone face-down, and she didn't reply yet, because there was a small private flutter in saying yes that she wanted to sit with a minute without examining too closely. Another night in that bright kitchen. The wine coming and coming, Simone reading her like she always did, a step ahead, Marcus taking his slow easy time over her across the table. She poured herself a second glass of water she didn't even want, just to give her hands a job.

"They're a bad influence," she said. "The pair of them."

"Terrible." He'd come round the counter without her clocking it. He stood close, near enough she got the coffee off his breath, and he laid one warm hand flat on her bare hip where the waistband sat low, and simply left it there, like he had every right to. "You like it, though."

"Tom, I'm dripping, I'm disgusting, let me grab a shower."

"No." Flatly, completely unbothered, and his thumb moved on the bone of her hip, and the heat that had been idling in her since she walked in turned over properly. "You're not having a shower."

She should have laughed and ducked under his arm. Instead she stood there with the worktop at her spine and let the hand stay where it was, and the thing neither of them had said since the pub was just there in the open now, and neither of them pretended otherwise.

"Simone reckons everyone wants what they've got," she said. "And she's not wrong, is she? I think about it. The way they are with each other. None of it hidden." She heard her own voice go careful. "It gets in your head."

"No wonder Marcus can't keep his eyes off you, then." He kept it light, into the side of her hair, but the hand had slid round to the small of her back and drawn her in off the counter. "If that's the rate going for it."

"Stop it, you."

"He does it, though. You've seen him. Don't tell me you haven't." His voice dropped low. "First night, soon as we walked in. Couldn't take them off you."

Claire put her face into his neck so she wouldn't have to say the next bit looking at him. Her heart had picked right up, and not off the hill. "You'd hate it, really," she said, quiet, into his collar. "If it was true, what they all reckon about a man like that."

"What do they reckon, then?"

"You know full well what they reckon." She brought a hand up between them and pressed it flat to his chest, half a shove with no shove in it. "That he's big. Properly. A lot bigger than you." She'd never once said it out loud, and her pulse was going just off the sound of it. "You'd hate that. Me even thinking it."

She felt him go still, and then she felt the rest of him, already hard through his jeans against her belly, and her breath went clean out of her.

"Would I," he said.

It wasn't a question. She tipped her head back. His face had the thing on it she still couldn't name, blown wide open. She understood, the same as she had at the pub with his fingers in her.

"Tom." Just his name, and it came out of her in pieces.

He lifted her hand off his chest and kissed it, the knuckles, unhurried, watching her the whole time, and everything in her went loose and wanting.

"Come here," he said, and took her up.

He gave the shower no quarter. He had the bra off her up on the landing and his mouth working her sweaty throat, walking her backwards into the bedroom with the curtains still wide to the grey afternoon. She let him, she helped him, hauling the shirt up over his head. He sat her on the edge of the bed and stood and looked at her properly, all of her, one leg still caught in them, the flush down her chest now and nothing to do with running. The looking was very nearly as much as his hands.

"Jesus, Claire."

She kicked them off and reached for him. "I know. Come here. Don't make me wait... I've been wet since the bloody kitchen and you know it."

He didn't come up. He went down. He pushed her thighs wide and put his mouth on her cunt where she was already soaked, and she arched off the bed with a noise she'd have died of in any other house and grabbed a fistful of his hair to hold him there. He took his time. The flat of his tongue, then two thick fingers easing up into her while he circled her clit with them, and she rode his face shameless, both heels dug down and her hips lifting, the wet of her loud in the quiet room. She got there fast, too fast, and he felt it coming and backed clean off, kept her hanging right there, made her wait after all. She swore at him for it and he laughed against the inside of her thigh.

"Tom. Please. I want your cock. Stop pissing about and give it me."

He came up over her. She wrapped a hand round him, thick and hot and already slick at the head, and worked him slowly, with the slow pull that always undid him, and a thought went through her she'd never have let out loud. A proper one, a cock you couldn't close your hand round. It went straight through her and she clenched on nothing and wanted it worse, the wanting all tangled up with wanting Tom.

She shoved at his shoulder and rolled him onto his back and climbed up over him, because she meant to be the one doing it. She took hold of his cock and sank down onto it slowly, the whole length, till she was sat flush on him and they both let a breath go.

"Fuck."

She planted her palms on him and started to move.

"Look at the state of you," he said, hands coming up to her tits, taking the weight of them, her nipples rolling between his fingers.

"Picture it, though." She rode him slow and deep, head dropped, watching his face do what it did. "Another man, one that big. You'd honestly not mind me wondering what a cock like that even feels like?" She ground down hard and felt him buck. "Go on. Tell me how much you love me wondering."

"Christ."

"That's not a no." She was breathless and grinning, miles past anywhere she'd ever been with him. "You do. You love it, you filthy sod. A cock so big I couldn't take it." She clenched round him on purpose and rolled her hips. "Say it for me, then."

"I like it. God help me, I like it."

She gave it to him properly then, riding him hard, slamming herself down on every stroke, her tits bouncing with it and her arse slapping down against his thighs, the wet of her loud and the headboard going against the wall, her own breath gone ragged. She leaned down and put her mouth to his ear and poured filth into it she'd never owned out loud in her life. "It's your cock I'm sat on, though. Only ever yours... you know that."

"I know. Fuck."

"Make me cum, Tom. Go on." He got a thumb down between them onto her clit, and she went off almost at once, hard, clamping down around him with her whole body and biting it back into his shoulder. He followed her straight up, holding her hips down onto him while he came, gasping into her hair, the both of them wrung out and slick and laughing a little at the end of it.

She stayed put, sat on him with his softening cock still inside her, his hands moving idly up and down her back. The light had shifted across the bed. Down the road somebody started a mower.

"One boyfriend," she said eventually, quiet, tracing a slow line on his breastbone. "And then you. That's the whole list. You do actually know that."

"Not even at uni?"

"Not even at uni. There was Craig, for about a year and a half, who you've met, who's gone bald now. Then I met you at that wedding and that was that." She lifted her head. "Two men. My entire life. I wouldn't have the first idea about anything else."

"I know." There was something careful folded into it, a thing turning quietly behind his eyes she didn't follow the whole way.

She reached over him for the phone. She thumbed it awake and Simone's message was still sitting there waiting on her. She looked at it a moment. Then she typed, We'll be there. Tell Marcus to do the spuds properly this time, and sent it, and a little grey tick crept under it, and she dropped it on the duvet and laid her head down on his chest.

It was just her and him, that was all. A daft made-up thing whispered in the dark to get the blood going, hers and his and nobody else's. When the night came they'd go and eat Marcus's lamb and drink far too much of Simone's wine, and come home loose and laughing, and play the game again.

She believed it, every word, lying there with his heart slowing under her ear.
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She had the cardigan off the hook and halfway on before she stopped, with the taxi already nosing into the close, and she hung it back up and left it.

Tom was doing his cuffs by the back door. He watched her do it. He didn't tell her to take something for her shoulders, it'll be cold by the time we're home, the bit he'd have said without thinking four weeks back. He just looked at her in the black dress, her arms bare and her back bare and the dress sitting close, and he held the door open.

"You'll do," he said.

"That's it. I'll do."

"You'll more than do and you know it. Get in the cab before I decide I'd sooner keep you in tonight."

She'd bought the dress on her lunch on the Tuesday, on her own, nobody asked. Plain black, cut close from the shoulders down, stopping above the knee, low at the back. In the shop she'd thought about Simone, about how a woman like that bought a thing purely because she fancied it and never stood in the cubicle talking herself out of it. Claire had kept a cardigan over everything good she owned for ten years. She'd left it on the peg. Out into the cold bare-armed, then, and she felt Tom come out behind her, and felt him looking the whole short walk to the taxi.

It was a fortieth. One of Tom's five-a-side lot, in the function room over a bar in town, a long low place with its own counter up there and a DJ plugging in his speakers and a square of parquet cleared and waiting. Forty-odd people already, half of them blokes Tom knew off the pitch with their wives, half of them mates of the birthday girl from some other part of her life. Claire knew maybe six faces. Before all this she'd have glued herself to Tom's elbow till the taxi home. Tonight she handed her coat in and let the room take its quiet note of her, and stood out in it instead of behind him.

"I'll get the drinks," Tom said, low, against her ear. "Go and wish Gemma a happy birthday. Go on."

He went off to the bar. She watched him queue, and pay, and then not come straight back. He took a place at the far end of the counter with his back against it and his elbows up, where the whole room lay out in front of him. Where she did. He'd got good at finding that spot lately.

She found Gemma and got hugged and got passed round a knot of women she half-knew, and partway through it a glass of fizz arrived that she hadn't bought. The man who'd brought it was one she didn't know. Late thirties, a good shirt open at the collar, the easy weight of someone used to walking straight up to people.

"You'll think I've a cheek," he said, "but I watched you come in and thought, she doesn't know a soul in here either, and nor do I, so we may as well not know anybody together. I'm Aaron."

"Claire."

"Claire." He said it like he was putting it carefully away. "And how do you know our birthday girl?"

So she talked to him. Honestly that was all it was at first, the ordinary back and forth of a party, who knew whom, what he did, the slow careful work of sizing up someone you've only just met. But he stood a touch closer than you stand for small talk. He kept his eyes on her face the whole time and never once scanned past her shoulder for somebody better. And the old warmth started its slow climb up the back of her neck. She didn't fight it down tonight. She let it show, and saw him notice that she had, and felt the pull go between them, plain as anything.

"Can I ask," he said. "Are you here with somebody, or am I quietly making a fool of myself?"

She didn't say yes and she didn't say no. She let her eyes go, just briefly, down the length of the bar to where Tom stood with his pint and his eyes already on the pair of them.

The man followed the look. He took in Tom, took in all of it, the wedding band, the husband, the husband watching. And Tom, clear across the crowded room, met his eye and gave him a small nod. Barely a nod. You'd have missed it.

Claire watched her husband do it, and the floor dropped out from under her, the exact lurch of his fingers inside the front door after the pub, of his mouth on her knuckles in the bedroom. He'd handed her over. Across a function room, with a nod.

"Well," the man said, smiling differently now, slower. "He seems a sound bloke, your fella."

"He is," she said, and her voice had dropped. "He's the soundest man I know."

The DJ got going. People drifted onto the parquet, the wives first and the husbands after, the usual fortieth run of nineties stuff nobody can stand still to, and the man tipped his head at the dancing and put a hand half out and didn't quite touch her, leaving the last of it to her. She set her glass on a sill and went.

She could dance. She'd forgotten that clean. Two kids and ten years of school runs and she'd folded it away with the rest, and it came straight back the second the boards took her, the easy roll of her own hips. There were men at the edge of the floor watching her move, ones who'd wanted her from the moment she walked in and not had the front to cross over, and she let them look and danced anyway. He moved in close, never quite on her, good about it, reading her as he went. The room was hot and loud and the song swallowed the pair of them whole. And then his hand came to her waist.

She felt every separate part of it at once. A strange palm flat against the thin dress, the heat of it, the size of it, a different weight entirely from the one hand she'd known for more than a decade. No man but her husband had touched her since she was a girl. This one settled at her waist and turned her a half-step with the song and she allowed it, and it slid slowly down off the curve of her and onto her arse and spread there and held, and the want went up through her so hard and so fast it actually stopped her breath.

She let it ride. One beat. Two. Longer than she'd any right to, a clean run of seconds with a stranger's hand full of her arse in a public room and her own husband stood at the bar watching it happen. Her whole body was bawling at her to grind back into it. She was wet. She'd been wet since the nod.

And there it stopped, because there was nowhere for it to go. He was a stranger, and that was a shut door. Take it one step on and it was a hotel-room mess, a phone number, a thing that would cost the wrong people, and she wanted none of that. She wanted the wanting, not what came after it. She reached down and lifted it off her, plain and certain, no sorry in it, and stepped back out of his reach.

"That's my lot, I'm afraid," she said, not unkind. "It was lovely, though. Honestly."

"Lucky bloke," he said, and let her go without a fuss.

She crossed the boards back to Tom. He had that look on him, the one from the kitchen in his cuffs. She said nothing to it. She put her hand in his and closed it and pulled.

"Take me home, Tom. Now."

He set his pint down half-drunk on the bar.
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They didn't get past the kitchen.

Tom had the key in the door and the door shut and the boys away overnight at his mother's, and before he'd even found the hall light Claire had turned on him in the dark and got two fists in his shirt and walked him backwards until the table caught the small of his back. Her mouth was on him, fast and open, no married kiss they'd had in years. He got his hands round her bare shoulders and her arse through the thin fabric and lifted her up onto the table, in among the boys' homework, and shoved the dress up past her hips.

He pushed two fingers up into her and she was soaked. Properly soaked, sodden, his hand going in with nothing to slow it, the wet of her loud in the dark room.

"Bloody hell, Claire."

"I know. Don't. Just get your cock in me, now." She had his belt going, his flies, her hand round him already, and he was as hard as he had ever been in his life. "I've been like this an hour. Get it in me, Tom, I mean it."

He didn't. Not yet. He stood between her knees with the blunt head of his cock against her and held off, holding himself there by some will he hadn't known he owned, both hands gone hard to her hips to stop her hauling him in.

"Tell me first," he said.

A month back he could not have done this. A month back he'd have been in her and finished and apologising. Now he held himself off the slick of her and watched his wife come apart wanting it, and the holding was its own kind of agony, and he was the one running it. Another man's hands were on her tonight. Some bloke I'll never clap eyes on again, his hand spread across her backside, and me across the room nodding him on. His cock throbbed against her with it.

"Tom." Her heels locked behind him and dragged. He braced and wouldn't let her win it. "You absolute bastard."

"He had his hand on you." Tom pushed the head of himself barely into her and stopped. She gasped. "On the dancefloor, I watched it slide down onto your arse and sit there. Say it for me."

"You saw it, and you nodded him on, I saw you do it ..."

"I did." He gave her another inch and drew it back out. "Say it."

And it poured out of her like it had in the hallway that first night, only filthier now, surer. "His hand was on my arse and I let it stay. Stood there and let a strange man feel me up while you watched, and I fucking loved every second. Dripping wet in front of the lot of them." Her voice dropped right at his ear, both arms locked round his neck. "And I didn't even want him, that's the thing of it. I wanted you to come over and not stop him. Wanted you stood right there letting him fuck me. So stop messing me about, Tom, and fuck me."

He drove into her in one stroke. She cried out and clamped down, the whole soaked grip of her taking him to the root, and an apple rocked off the edge and rolled away across the tiles. He fucked her stood up between her thighs, her perched on the lip of the table, one hand spread flat on her back to keep her on him, the other dragging the dress down off a tit so he had it in his palm, heavy and full, her nipple stiff between his fingers. She was loud now, well past caring, the house theirs, every thrust punching a fresh noise from her, the table juddering on the tiles, the wet slap of him into her filling the kitchen.

"That's it, Tom, just like that." Her forehead jammed to his, watching his face from an inch off. "You let a man put his hands on me tonight and I've never wanted you more in my life. What does that make us. Christ, what does that make us."

Holy fuck.

He had no answer and she wasn't after one. The thought of it kept going while he moved in her, his wife under another man's grip an hour gone and so wet for it now he could hear it. He got a thumb to her clit and she batted his hand off and worked herself instead, rough and fast, and he held still and deep and let her, watching her take herself right over the edge on his cock. She went over with her mouth open on a high cracked sound, her cunt locking on him in long hard pulls. He stayed buried through every clench of it.

Then he lifted her off the table and turned her and bent her down over it, her cheek on her folded arms, the dress rucked round her middle and her bare arse pushed up at him. He pushed back into her from behind, slower now, deeper, his hands set on her hips. She reached back blind and got his wrist and held on and let him take it where he wanted.

And in three days it won't be a stranger. It'll be Marcus, in that big kitchen of theirs, unhurried, getting to have her slow while I sit in a chair and watch. He groaned, low, and drove deeper, his cock dragging out wet and shoving back in.

"I want you to cum in me," she said into her arms. "When you're ready. I want to feel it."

"You will." He could barely get the words up. "Soon as you tell me the rest."

"Marcus and Simone do this, you know." Quiet, almost nothing. "They actually do this."

His hips stuttered and he had to stop, buried all the way in her, his hands tightening.

"I know they do."

"There'd be no stranger. No mess." She turned her face on her arms so he had the side of it, her eyes shut. "It'd be people we know. A place this could properly go."

"I know, love." Hardly any voice left on him. "I know exactly what it'd be."

She pushed back onto him slowly and he started again, and neither of them said the rest of it, the part that needed no saying, the dinner coming, and Marcus's slow lamb, and that door of theirs standing open. He worked her slow over the table with all of that in the room with them. When he came he folded down over her back with his mouth at her shoulder and spilled into her, holding her there, the two of them slick and shaking against the cold wood.

Later they were upstairs, washed, the lamp off, Claire turned into him with a leg thrown over and her hand flat on his chest. The house ticked and cooled. Out the back a cat went over the fences.

"You'd have been all right," she said, mostly gone. "If I'd not stopped. If I'd taken him out to the car."

He lay still, his hand moving slowly up and down her bare back, and let it go unanswered, because the honest answer scared him a little and the kind one was a lie. He'd let a man he'd never met handle his wife in a room full of people and he'd nodded it on. The only part that had hurt was the part where it stopped. He stared up at the dark ceiling and went over it again, the same thing he'd been turning over for weeks. Another man's hand on his wife tonight, and nothing on his own side of it, not tonight and not from the first night either. Lying here with her wet and heavy and half-asleep on him, the only thing that scared him was how little of him wanted it any other way.

Three days. He shut his eyes and lay there wide awake, already halfway down the road to it, in somebody else's warm bright kitchen.
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Marcus carved the lamb slowly, taking his time over it, and nobody rushed him, and that set the speed of the evening. It fell off the bone. Tom had three helpings and priced nothing for once. By the time the plates were cleared and they'd drifted through to the back room with what was left of the third bottle, he was loose and full and a long way past managing.

The boys were at his mother's till Sunday. He kept not thinking about that, and it kept coming back, the boys gone and the whole night ahead with nowhere it had to be.

The back room sat low and warm, a film going that none of them watched, the sound right down. Claire had her shoes off and her feet tucked up under her on the big settee, close in against him, the wine doing its quiet work. She wore a soft green wrap that crossed at the front and a skirt ridden up over her knees, and the lamp threw a side-light down the line of her, the swell where the wrap held her, the pale stretch of thigh. A few feet off, Simone sat sideways across Marcus's lap in the armchair, her mouth at his ear, and whatever she said made him laugh quietly.

Then she kissed him. She wasn't being friendly about it. She turned his face up with a hand and kissed him slowly, open-mouthed, right in front of them, and she did not stop, and Marcus's big hand slid up the back of her leg under the hem and rested.

Nobody spoke. There was no line, no signal, no this-is-the-bit. Tom felt Claire go still against him, her breath gone careful, and he understood the thing was simply going to happen now, once the pretending stopped being worth the effort. He turned and found his wife already looking at him, her colour up, the question all over her face and no words on it. He answered it with his mouth.

And then it was just the two of them, his own wife, in another man's lamplight. She kissed him back hungrily, open and unguarded, the same as she'd kissed him against the door after the pub, and got a knee up over his lap and a hand in his hair. He ran a palm up the bare of her thigh and felt her tremble into it. Off to the side he was dimly aware of Simone sliding down to kneel between Marcus's knees, of the click of a belt. They're seeing to their own. We're seeing to ours. It was the cover, and it held. Two couples in a room, each to itself, nothing crossing. He told himself that and got the wrap loose off one shoulder.

He had her tits out before he'd decided to. They sat heavy and pale in his hands, the nipples gone hard, the flush already climbing her chest, and he put his mouth to one and she pushed it up at him with a sound. He worked her there, his other hand back up the skirt and into how wet she was, and she rode his fingers slowly with her forehead pressed to the top of his head. The noises she made stopped being careful.

Marcus is a yard off with his own wife's mouth on his cock. The thought went through Tom live and present. It should have frozen him. Instead his cock kicked against his flies hard enough to ache. He didn't look. He kept his eyes on Claire, on her face doing what it did, and he wanted, suddenly and stupidly, for the other man to glance over and see her like this. To see what Tom had. The wanting ran so far past anything he could explain that he stopped trying to.

Then there was a third hand on him.

Simone had crossed without him clocking it, and she went at his belt with the flat certainty she did everything with, freed his cock into the warm air, and had her mouth on it before he'd worked out she'd left the chair. Claire didn't pull off. She lifted her head and watched the other woman take her husband down. Tom watched Claire watch it. For a second the three of them held there. Then Claire bent and put her own mouth back to him beside Simone's, both women on him at once, and Tom's head went back against the cushion and his eyes shut and the room dropped away.

He lost a stretch of time. He couldn't have said how long. Two mouths and two hands and the wet heat of it, his wife and Simone trading him easily back and forth, a tongue dragging slowly up him while lips closed over the head. A low laugh from the chair. Claire's voice once, blurred and filthy, "go on, suck his cock with me, both of us," and he was too far gone to read the room at all, just lay there with his eyes shut and let two women do that and thought of nothing.

It was the quiet that brought him back. The weight gone off one side of him. Simone's mouth still working him, sure and skilled, but his wife gone, the warmth of her gone off his lap, and his hand reaching down found only cushion where she'd been.

He opened his eyes.

She was across the room. Down on her knees on the rug before the armchair, the green wrap shoved to her waist and her tits bare and her hair come loose, and she had Marcus's cock in her mouth.

God.

Something gave way in him. Here was the exact second it got away from him, and it got away while his eyes were shut and another woman's mouth was on him. Simone had eased his wife over and handed her across, and he'd been too busy coming undone to catch it being done. He sat there with the other man's wife still sucking him and watched Claire struggle. Because she was struggling. She had Marcus by the root in one fist and her mouth stretched wide round the rest, and she couldn't get far down it, a thick handful of him left over below her fingers no matter how she went at it. Her eyes streamed. She pulled off gasping and dived straight back. His own cock throbbed hard against his belly, forgotten, leaking on its own.

And he wanted it. It came up in him before he had a second to feel ashamed of it. He'd spent these weeks braced for how sick a moment like this would make him, and now that it was here, what came instead was want, plain and total. His wife was down on the rug for a bigger man, taking more than she could manage, and all Tom wanted was to watch every second of it.

"Slowly. There's no rush." Marcus's voice came low and flat and patient. He had one big hand spread on the back of Claire's head, not pushing, only resting, riding her with it. "You don't take it all. Nobody takes it all first go. Just the top. Suck the top of it and use your hand for the rest. Breathe through your nose."

Claire made a wet, desperate noise round him, tried for more, choked, and he eased her up off it. Her chin shone. A long string of it broke slowly between her lip and the head of him, which stood dark and slick and far thicker than she could manage.

"Good girl," he said. "Spit on it, get it good and wet, then go again. Nice and slow. No rush on it."

She went again. Tom watched her fist work the part her mouth couldn't reach, watched her find a rhythm, her cheeks hollowing, her bare tits swaying under her each time she went down, and the wet sound of it carried clearly across the quiet over the murmur of the film nobody watched. He'd never seen her like this in his life. Eleven years, and he'd never once known his wife to be anything but his, and here she knelt with a bigger man's cock stretching her mouth wide and his hand cupping the back of her head, telling her how.

Simone slid off Tom and sat back on her heels and wiped her mouth on her wrist, unbothered, already half-turned toward the rug. She gave his cock a slow idle pull while she looked, barely paying it attention.

"She can't even get past the halfway of it," Simone said. She wasn't quite saying it to Tom. She said it out into the room, pleased, her eyes on Claire's straining mouth. "Look at her, though — furious she can't fit it. First proper cock she's had between her lips, and she's trying to swallow the lot of it tonight." She glanced round at Tom, amused, her hand still going. "She'll learn. They always learn quicker than they think."

He ought to have hated her for it. Far back in him, he noted that he didn't.

This is it. Right now. Whatever comes after, tonight's the once it stops being only mine. It ran through him while he watched, and his cock jumped in Simone's fist, and she felt it and laughed softly.

"Oh, he likes that," she said. "There's a shock."

Marcus thumbed Claire off him gently and drew her up his body and kissed her, slow, his hand still buried in her hair, and she went into it boneless. Tom watched another man kiss his wife with her own spit shining on her mouth, and he wanted it worse than he had a minute before. Then Marcus turned her by the hip and set her back down to it, and looked over at Tom for the first time. Nothing smug in it. Just the flat easy once-over, friendly, one man checking the other was all right.

"She's doing grand," Marcus told him, like he was passing on a fact about the meat. "You've a good one here."

Tom couldn't get a word up. He managed a nod. It was all he had.

Claire had her cheek against the side of Marcus's cock, her fist working the thick of it, her eyes wet and bright and not ashamed. She wasn't saying the things she said in their own bed. She looked up the length of him instead, up at his face, and got something out, low and broken.

"God, you're so fucking big," she said, up at Marcus, the words coming shy and wrecked at once. "I can't... I can't get it all in." And she turned back to it and took as much of him as she could, her jaw straining round the width of him, the wet of her loud in the quiet room.

It hit Tom in the chest, hearing her say that to another man with that crack in her voice. His cock jerked hard against his belly, untouched, and he could not have looked away if the house had come down round him.

Simone rose off her heels in a single easy fold and went to the rug. She knelt up behind Claire and gathered the loose hair back into a fist, off her face, and leaned in at her ear.

"There," she said, to Claire now, coaxing and not unkind. "Let your mouth just do the head. Get it really slick first, then your hand can do the rest. You're not trying to win it." She held the hair and watched Claire's mouth and looked back over her shoulder at Tom once, making sure he was getting all of it. "Look at your husband loving you for this. Go on, tell her, Tom."

"Oh fuck," Tom said. It came out of him on its own, flat and stunned, the only word he had in him.

It went on. Marcus took his unhurried time, and the women worked him between them, Simone showing Claire with her own lips and then handing him back. They passed the bigger man between them, just as they'd passed Tom ten minutes before. Once Claire came up for air and Tom heard it break out of her, thick and unguarded, "God, your cock, I want all of it..." — not to him, to the man on the chair. Tom sat on the deep settee with himself hard in his own fist now, leaking over his knuckles, his mouth gone dry, and could not look away. She got better as he sat there. That undid him most. Watching her learn it, getting an inch further down by slow inches, Simone gripping her loose hair clear of her face, her jaw working, slick to the wrist, the noises coming out of her past anything he knew. He was watching his own wife get good at this for another man, and he could not make himself want it to stop.

Simone caught him staring and read him off in a second.

"She'll get there," she said, low, to Tom, a promise on his behalf. "Give her a bit. She'll be taking that whole cock down to your knuckle by the time we're finished with her. You wait and see."

He wanted exactly that. He wanted to see her take the rest, the last fist of him her mouth never reached, the part still shining with her spit. He sat there and wanted it more than he'd wanted anything in years, his wife taking that big cock down her throat, and the wanting had him so hard he couldn't think round it.

She didn't get there, not that night. Marcus went over before she did. "There. Slow. Take it all down," he said, low and even, easing her as far as she'd take and holding her with his palm flat to the back of her skull while he finished, the only urgency in him a tightening of that big hand. Claire stayed on him through it, swallowing. She came up after with her eyes running and her chin wet and a look on her Tom had never seen on his wife, proud and frightened of herself at once. Simone wiped Claire's mouth with a thumb like she was tidying a child, and kissed the corner of it, and got up and stretched and went easily off to find the wine, done with the lot of them.

Claire came back to him on her hands and knees, the skirt twisted round her, and pushed in under his arm against his side, her face turned into his shoulder, shaking a little. He pulled her in and felt her heart going hard through her back.

"All right?" she said into him, small. "Was that... you're not cross?"

"No," he said. His throat had closed up on it. "I'm not cross."

It was true, and it should not have been. He held her with another man's spend not wiped off her chin yet, his own cock still aching between them, untouched and unfinished, and the only thing in him was that low steady want. Under it now, the first cold edge of the rest. He'd wanted to be in this the same as her, and he hadn't been, not for a second of it. He'd had Simone's mouth and forgotten the room. Claire had crossed a line she plainly wasn't crossing back over. And the worst of it, the part he sat in the warm lamplight and couldn't get round, was that he hadn't minded at all. And already he wanted it again, more than he'd let himself want anything in years.

He held her tighter so she wouldn't catch his face. He'd learned something about himself tonight he wasn't ready for. He could have lived with the watching. It was how badly he'd wanted it that scared him, the whole time she did it.
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The boys were back by Sunday teatime and the house went straight back to being the house. Bags dumped in the hall. One of them in tears over a lost swimming badge, the other one starving, the telly up too loud. Claire did the tea and the baths and the bedtime reading as she'd done on a thousand ordinary nights. The whole time, her body sat two days behind her. It had no business where it was, still down on its knees on a rug in another woman's back room.

It kept ambushing her. Hands in the washing-up suds and she was back there of a sudden, her mouth stretched and her eyes streaming and a broad palm steady at the back of her skull, that low voice telling her to go slow and take her time. The warmth would crawl up the front of her chest over the breakfast bowls and she'd press a wrist to her face and blame the steam off the tap.

She'd gone somewhere that night she hadn't quite come back from. She didn't go to it often, because every time she did she ended up wet against the kitchen counter with her sons through the wall.

Tom watched her all week. He hardly said a thing about it. He'd come up behind her at the worktop, put his mouth to the top of her head, ask quietly was she all right. She'd say she was fine. And she nearly was.

They had it out properly on the Tuesday, the boys down, a bottle open between them that neither of them was really drinking.

"You can tell me if it was too much," Tom said. "You're allowed to have hated it, you know."

"I didn't hate it." She turned the stem of her glass slowly on the table. "It should have been too much, and that's the bit I keep snagging on, because it just wasn't."

"No."

"Was it good, honestly? Not the thing you say to keep me sweet." She made herself look at him. "When you opened your eyes and I was over the other side of the room. On him. Did that not do something to you?"

He took his time. She'd half married him for it, the man who never once answered a serious question fast.

"I didn't hate a second of it," he said. "That's the part that's done me in, if you want it straight. I keep waiting to feel sick about it and it doesn't come."

"We're all right, though, you and me." She turned her hand over under his and held on. "That's the only bit I genuinely need to hear."

"We're better than all right." He pressed her hand down against the table. "I've not felt like this about you since before the boys came. I should be in bits and instead I can't keep off you."

She let it warm her a second before she made herself spoil it.

"It got me harder than it got you, though," she said. "Be honest with me about that one."

He looked at her properly. "Maybe. Yeah. Maybe it did."

"I did it for you, and I want you to keep knowing that's still true. You wanted to watch, and I wanted to be the one who gave you it." She stopped. "I just can't pretend that's the whole of it now. Won't sit here and lie to your face."

He didn't make her. He poured her another half-glass she wouldn't drink, and they talked round the edges of it for an hour, gentle and careful, not a rule between them. Then they went up and held each other in the dark and did nothing else, and it was the most honest the two of them had been in years.

She carried it round after that. The want, and under the want the question she kept not asking herself. Her body could do things now it couldn't have a month back. There was a reason for that, and the reason had a low steady voice and big patient hands. She knew exactly what she wanted to do to Tom. She'd known for days. That she could do it at all was another man's doing, and she didn't let herself sit too long with that, and waited for a night the house was theirs.

[image: ]


The night came on the Friday. The boys went to a sleepover two streets over, a thing that used to feel like winning the raffle. By eight the place was quiet, and Claire had a second glass going, and that look about her Tom was getting quick at reading.

She came and stood in front of him on the settee. She took the glass out of his hand and put it on the side, out of the way.

"Lie back," she said.

He lay back. She got down between his knees, worked his belt open, then his flies, and had him out in the cool of the room. He was hard before she touched him, slick already at the tip. She looked at it in her hand a second, like she'd already decided. Then she bent her head and took him in her mouth.

He knew how this went. Head and the top inch, her fist seeing to the rest, and after a few minutes her jaw would ache and she'd swap to her hand and finish him like that. The same shape every time, for the whole of their marriage. Known, and comfortable, and his.

Not any more. Tonight she took the head and kept going. Past where she always stopped. Past where her jaw used to give, slowly and steadily, her lips travelling down him until her nose pressed in and the last of him disappeared. And she held there. She held him all the way in and swallowed once round the end of him, easy as breathing.

Tom's breath punched out of him, and it had nothing to do with how good it felt, though Christ it felt good. He looked down at his wife with his cock buried in her mouth to the root, her lips right at the base, her throat working. He understood what he was watching. She could not have done this a month ago. Her body would not have let her. And she could do it now because a week back a far bigger man had knelt her down and opened her up for it an inch at a time, patiently, teaching her how to breathe round something she couldn't fit.

She can do this because of him. He stretched her and I'm the one lying here getting it. His cock jerked against her tongue, and she felt it and hummed round him, pleased. A week gone it had been Simone's cool mouth on him, while across the room his wife learned this on a cock she couldn't manage. Now her mouth was doing the very thing she'd learned that night. His balls were already drawn up tight, an ache low in him he had to breathe against. It drove up through him so hard and so wrong he had to grip the edge of the settee.

He put his hand in her hair. It went on its own, and the second it closed he knew whose hand he was copying, and that should have stopped him dead. Instead he gripped her by the hair like Marcus had, and held her down on himself, and she moaned for it, low and glad.

She came up for air. A long string of spit stretched off her bottom lip and broke. Her chin shone, her eyes were bright, not a scrap of shame on her. His cock stood wet and dark from her mouth, and she gave it a slow pull with her fist and watched it kick.

"Feel that?" she said, hoarse. "Your whole cock. I can take your whole cock now, Tom." She closed her fist round the base of him and looked up at his face. "Couldn't, before. Now I can." She licked him slowly from her knuckles to the tip. "Watch me suck it... watch me take all of it."

She went back down. All the way, smooth, and this time she worked him. Fist and mouth together, the wet of it loud, spit running down him and over her knuckles and off her chin onto her chest. She'd dragged the front of her top down without him seeing. Her tits were out, full and heavy, swaying each time her head went down, the nipples gone hard and dark. He filled his hand with one and she pushed it up into his palm and kept on. His cock throbbed in her fist on every drag of her mouth. Every trick of this, another man put in her, he thought, and went harder for the thought, not softer. She had never done it. Not once, not in all the years. His wife on the floor with her tits out and her own spit shining on them and the length of him buried in her throat, and the last of whatever had kept him steady about all this was gone.

He got out that he was close. She pulled off and clamped a hand low round him and held him on the edge, smiling up at him, in no hurry, waiting him down off it. She'd learned that too. The patience of it, the holding a man at the brink, off the same teacher. He taught her how to keep a cock right on the edge, and I'm the one on the end of it. She did it again. Brought him up, pulled off, waited him back, took him in. The third time she came off him she held his eye.

"Not yet," she said, low. "Let me suck you dry first. I want all your cum, Tom, down my throat when you go..." She wrapped both her hands round him and stroked him slowly. "I keep thinking about it. What his would even—" She stopped herself dead. She put her mouth back over the head of him before the rest got out. But it was out enough. The shape of it sat there in the room between them.

That was what finished him. Not her mouth, not her fist. The thing she'd nearly said and swallowed instead. His balls drew up and his cock kicked and he came with her name half out of him, one hand locked in her hair, pumping his cum down her throat the way he'd sat and watched a bigger man finish. She took it all. Swallowed round him and stayed on him soft until he was done and going slack, and only then came off.

God almighty.

She climbed up beside him with her top still down and her chin still wet and put her face in his neck. He got an arm round her, and felt her heart still going hard, and for a while neither of them spoke. Out the front a car crawled past slowly, looking for a number.

He sat there with her spit going cold on him and didn't, for the first time in weeks, reach for the sum. There was nothing left to add up. She'd gone to another man's house because he wanted it, and come home changed in her own body, and the change was his to enjoy now. He'd just enjoyed it more than anything he could name. And the man who'd made it was three texts and one free Friday away.

"That's not going to be enough now," she said into his neck, mostly asleep. "Is it? You know it isn't."

"No," he managed. "I know it isn't."

And he did. He lay back with her gone heavy and warm against him and didn't bother reaching for the comfort of pretending. One blow job on a Friday with the boys out of the house, and the pair of them were already living past it and turned toward whatever came next, neither one willing to say the word first. He could feel her wanting the rest even now, dead asleep on his chest. And he lay there in the dark of his own front room wanting it just as badly.
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Claire came out across the cold decking with her arms wrapped over herself and got in quickly, in one shiver. Tom watched the whole short walk of it. He watched everything about her now. The hot tub sat low off the back of the house with a heater going overhead, the steam coming up into the dark, and the four of them were down in it before nine. The boys were at his mother's till morning. A bottle went round that nobody counted.

She'd worn a plain black one-piece she'd had years and never liked. In the underwater light it clung dark to her and showed everything anyway, the heavy sit of her tits, the soft belly she still pulled a towel over getting in. Simone had on next to nothing and wore it easily, lean and brown, an arm spread along the rim and a glass held clear of the wet. Beside her Claire kept half-reaching for the towel and stopping herself. Tom saw his wife clock the other woman and sit up a half-inch straighter, the way she had at the very first dinner. Borrowing it.

Marcus sat across from them, big and unhurried, his knees nearly to Tom's under there. He talked about nothing. The football. A job he'd had in that week. He took up a whole side of the water without trying. He's not reading the room. He's never once in his life had to read a room. It went through Tom plain and a little sick, and his cock stirred low with it before he'd decided anything was happening.

It didn't get announced this time either. Simone set her glass down, slid across, and put her mouth on Claire's bare shoulder. Claire's breath went. That was the start of it. Tonight it was just the heat and the heater ticking and Simone's hand going down where Tom couldn't see it but could read it cleanly off his wife's face. The open mouth. The lift of her chin.

Christ. Right here, with all of us a foot apart. He reached for Claire himself and found her thigh slick and hot, and she turned and kissed him with her chest already going pink to the collarbone. Marcus moved in on her other side slowly, that big steady hand spread flat on her waist. Claire sat between the two of them and let them both have her.

They lifted her up onto the wide flat lip and peeled the costume down off her, her tits out heavy and full in the cold air, the nipples gone hard at once. Tom knelt up in front of her. Marcus took her shoulder. Tom got his mouth on one of her tits while Marcus kissed her slowly, and she put a hand in Tom's hair and held him there and made a noise he felt in his own chest.

He was so hard it ached, jammed up against the side. The wound-up state had been on him since the kitchen at home, ten minutes of a thumb working her under there. Now he was a long way past managing himself.

That was the trouble.

He got a hand round his own cock. Just to take the edge off. Just for a second. He shouldn't have. Her tit sat heavy in his mouth and her fist was tight in his hair and Marcus's voice came low at her ear telling her how lovely she was, and Tom gave himself two slow pulls with his wife coming apart against the pair of them. It went off on him before he'd even clocked it coming. No warning. He spent himself hard against the inside of the tub, his face still pressed to her, gone before the night had properly started, the whole charge of weeks emptying out of him in about four seconds.

Fuck.

He sat back down onto the bench, breathing, his ears ringing. Done. Spent and useless and out of it, and Claire above him not even feeling it happen, her head gone back on Marcus's shoulder. He'd waited a month for tonight and lasted about as long as a lad behind the bike sheds.

Then the rest of it landed, and it landed worse than the shame. He'd spent every one of these weeks lost in his own wanting — what he felt watching, what he got out of the chair. He hadn't once turned it round and looked at the plain fact now coming straight at him through the steam. His wife was about to be properly fucked by a man built like that, slow, all night, the size she'd spent a month learning to take. Whatever this had done to him, it was about to do far more to her. He was finished and she hadn't started. A hundred times I worked this out, and never once from her side. He sat in the churning heat with his own spend in it and felt the whole thing lean away from him.

"Come inside," Simone said, rising out of the water in a single easy fold and reaching a towel down. "He'll want her dry and somewhere soft. So will you, sweetheart, trust me." She looked down at Tom. She'd seen it, all of it, the quick finish and the face he was making. She wasn't unkind about it. She was simply done expecting anything else of him.
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The back room sat warm and low-lit, and Claire was down on the settee on her back before she'd quite finished drying. Marcus came over her. She reached and got him in her hand and made a sound just from the weight of him there.

Tom sat where Simone put him, in the deep armchair at the end of the settee. Close enough to touch. His cock soft against his thigh, his heart going like he'd run for a train. He watched Marcus settle in between his wife's open knees. Watched Claire take the dark length of him in her fist, guide the head to herself, and then just hold it there a second, breathing, looking up at the size of what she'd asked for. Then Marcus pushed in. Slowly. An inch and a stop. Another and a stop. Easing into her by careful degrees, the patient way he'd knelt her down that first night.

"No rush on it," he told her quietly. "You take what you want. We've all the time going."

Claire took more. Her heels went flat on the seat, her back came up, and she took him in by slow inches with her breath sawing until the last of his length disappeared and the two of them sat flush. His wife full to the back of her. Stretched right round a man she couldn't have begun to fit a few weeks back. Her hand had gone white on Marcus's forearm. Her front was flushed dark to the throat. The size showed in her face more than anywhere, in the working of it.

She's got it all in her. The lot of him, and barely room for her own self. The thought came up filthy and present, and his spent cock gave a useless twitch against his leg. He couldn't look off the join of them. The thick dark base of Marcus where it met her, dragging out slick when he drew back, sinking in again when he pushed, his wife's body swallowing the lot on every stroke and lifting for more.

Then the chair dipped at his side. Simone folded down onto the arm of it with her glass, half-watching the pair on the settee, half-seeing to Tom. She put her cool hand round him and worked him idly back up, like she was stroking a cat that had climbed onto her lap, her eyes barely leaving Claire.

"Look at the state of her," she said, low and pleased. "She's got the whole of his cock in her now. Couldn't get her mouth past the half of it a week ago, and now she's took all of it." Her hand kept its slow work, and she felt Tom thicken in it and breathed out, satisfied. "There he is. Knew you'd want putting back together for the rest of it."

Tom was hard again under her fist before he'd have believed it. Ashamed of how fast. Too far gone to care. He sat where Simone had set him, the other man's wife idly bringing him round, and watched Marcus start to properly fuck his wife, and the want climbed straight back to full as though he'd never gone off at all.
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Claire had stopped keeping any count of herself.

She had the full size of him seated in her now, the impossible fact of it, the deep total fullness she'd half not believed she'd ever manage. Her body had given up the fight. It wanted the next stroke before the last one finished. He fucked her slowly and deep and patient, both her knees pushed up, that broad hand spread under the small of her back to tilt her up into him, and every drive of him reached deeper into her than she'd ever had it. The wet of her got loud, a thick slick sound on every stroke, her tits going with it, and she started lifting her hips to meet him, taking him as deep as he'd go and grinding down on the root of him each time he bottomed out. When she got too loud and too close he slowed right down and held her there on the edge of it, that big hand keeping her still, making her wait until she was pushing up at him for more.

She found Tom. Turned her head on the cushion and found her husband in the chair with Simone's hand on him, watching her with his whole face open, and held the look. Didn't glance away from it. Didn't stop. And she said it straight to him, only him, his name folded in the way it always was for him.

"Tom." Wrecked, low, half gone. "Tom, his whole cock's right up in me... the whole of him, love, and I can take it now. Every bit." Her back arched off the seat. "And I still want you sat right there. I want to watch you watch him fuck me. Don't you dare look away."

It tipped her, saying it aloud. The fullness, the size, her husband's open face, all of it at once, and it started to climb in her the way it never used to. Marcus felt it coming and worked her steadily through it, the same pace, deep and certain and there, and she came apart so hard it frightened her. Her whole body locked and let go at once. It broke from her wet, a hot rush she had no say in, soaking him and herself and the seat beneath her, her voice gone to a sound she'd never made in her life.

"There it is," she heard Simone say, somewhere above her, delighted. "Look at her cum for him. Good girl."

[image: ]


Christ alive.

Tom watched his wife squirt on another man's cock and lost the last of what held him together. He'd seen her do plenty over the years. He had not seen that. Hadn't known her body even had it in it, and here it came, wrung out of her by a bigger man taking his slow time, the wet of it everywhere, her face gone helplessly to pieces.

Simone's hand kept on, sure and easy. Tom sat and watched it come all the way true. His wife fucked open and crying out and soaking the man she'd asked for, and Tom in a chair he was never meant to be in, finished an hour back, hard again and aching with another woman idly seeing to it. All he wanted was to keep watching.

"Look at her go," Simone murmured at his ear. "He's fucking your wife properly now. Can't get enough of that big cock, can she? Bit different to what she's used to."

She's used to me. It went through him present and clean, no heat left in it, only the plain truth of where he'd landed. I set this whole thing up to come out level. It was only ever going to come out this. Her with all of it, and me in the chair, wanting it worse than she does.

He went over the second time with no hand of his own near him. Just Simone's slow grip and the sight of his wife wrecked on the settee and the whole filthy truth of it running clear. He came over her knuckles into the towel with a sound torn out of him, his eyes still fixed on Claire, harder than he'd come in years. Simone worked him through it without once properly looking at him, her eyes on the two on the cushions, and when he was done she wiped her hand across his lap and patted his thigh twice. Friendly. Finished with him.

"Good," she said, to no one in particular. "Now we can all settle in."

Marcus took his unhurried time finishing. He drew Claire up onto him and held her there and went deep and slow until he went over with that same quiet, the only tell a long breath and the tightening of those hands on her hips. Claire stayed on him through it, her face in his neck, shaking. Then it was done. The room came back. The heater still ticking faintly out on the decking, a glass set down somewhere, Simone already up and pulling a robe round herself, warm to everyone, half-turned away.

Claire crossed to Tom on unsteady legs, bare and wet and used and flushed all down her front, and climbed up onto his lap, sideways across him the way Simone had sat across Marcus that first dinner. She put her wet face in his neck. He got an arm round her and held on. Her heart was going hard against his chest. So was his.

"You all right," she said into him, small. "You went quiet on me."

"I'm all right." His voice had gone to nothing. "I'm a long way past all right."

It was true, and it didn't frighten him the way it should have. He held her there, his wife heavy and spent across him and another man's spend still warm in her, his own gone twice over for the night, and the cold clean fact of it settled in without a fight. He'd never had a seat at this table, not really, not since that first nod across the function room. Whatever he'd thought he was setting up, it had ended up hers, and that was the thing he wanted most. Across the room Simone handed Marcus a towel and said something quietly that made him laugh, the two of them easy and done, and Claire breathed slow and warm against Tom's throat.

Neither of them said a word about it being a one-off. She kept it back, heavy and certain against him, the same as he was keeping it back himself. They both knew there'd be a next time. The only thing left to settle was when.
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Claire had a new dress on under her coat, a blue one she'd bought on her own in the week and not shown him till she had it on. She took the coat off just inside the door of the pub. Two men at the bar quietly lost the thread of whatever they were saying for as long as it took her to fold it over her arm.

It was the first hard bright day in weeks, a cold white sun coming flat through the big windows and laying everything out plain. The pub did Sunday roasts and was full of them. Families, old couples, a long table of lads in early for the football. Marcus had booked them a table in the window. He stood when he saw them and lifted a hand, easy as anything, and Simone turned in her seat with her sunglasses shoved back on her head.

"There she is," Simone said, and got up to kiss Claire on the cheek. "God, look at you in that. I'd have killed you for it once." She held Claire by both arms and properly considered the dress. "Where's it from?"

Claire told her, gone a bit pink and pleased with it, and the two of them were off before they'd sat down. The dress, the running club, a woman they both knew who'd made a show of herself at a christening. Tom hung the coats and sat. Marcus slid a menu over to him.

"You driving," Marcus said, "or are you having one?"

"Having one. She's driving back."

"Good man." Marcus caught the waiter's eye without seeming to do anything and got the drinks in, and that was the whole day arranged, no fuss anywhere on him. Tom watched him do it. The man took up his half of it the same in daylight as he had in the dark of the back room. Tom's gut did the slow turn it did now whenever he sat near him. He's had her properly and here he is, asking about the roast. Nothing's moved on him at all. It ran through Tom low and plain and not unpleasant. He reached for the pint that had just landed.

Claire ate her dinner and laughed at Simone and leaned into the talk, lit up as she'd been since the night they first went to Marcus and Simone's. Only it didn't switch off now when they got home. It stayed on her. The young one clearing the plates clocked her twice. A bloke coming back from the gents slowed half a step to look. Claire took it without a flinch, didn't pull anything closed over herself, didn't reach for a sleeve. A month back she'd have had her arms folded across the front of that dress before the starters came. Now she sat in the cold bright light and let the room look its fill.

Fuck. Every man in here who looks twice is wondering, and I'm the one who knows. His cock stirred quietly at it, low down, at a carvery with his wife eating her roast. He shifted on the bench and let it be.

What he couldn't get the measure of was Simone.

She was warm. She was warm to the whole table. A hand on Claire's arm, the two heads leaned in together; fond and easy with Marcus; lovely to the boy who served them, a proper smile and a thank-you off the badge. The afternoon ran on it. Only it never quite came round to him. She'd glance up and across and clean past where he sat, like he was a chair somebody had left at the wrong angle. When he managed his one decent line of the day, about the lads down the far end and the odds of any of them being upright by kick-off, she gave it a small flat smile that reached nothing and turned away before he'd finished.

It wasn't rudeness. He'd have known what to do with rudeness. It was that he'd stopped being a man she bothered to be sharp at. At that very first dinner she'd made a thing of him, called him the whole point of the table, held him up to the light a little. He'd had a use to her then. She'd seen to him herself the once, in her own back room, and found nothing in it worth her bother.

"Right." Simone had the plates gone and the bill slid onto her own card without a word about it. "Come to ours Friday, the both of you. Marcus is doing a leg of lamb he's been threatening all week." She squeezed Claire's hand on the cloth. "You'll come."

"We'll come," Claire said.

"Bring himself if he wants." Simone said it lightly, already half turned to Claire, reaching for her glass.

There it was. Like he might have a better offer on. Tom heard it land and felt the small clean drop of it. It should have stung, and the thing he sat with while Marcus told a story about the lamb was that it didn't. It only made him want the weekend gone and the lamb on the table.

He didn't have a word for that, not one he'd say out loud over a roast. He knew exactly what he was now. A man in a bright window with a wife the whole room kept turning to look at, a warm pint going flat in his fist, badly wanting a night he'd just been told he was barely needed at. It had all come out a long way from how he'd pictured it at the start, and it had come out hers, the looks and the want and the best of it. He'd spent the whole afternoon waiting to resent that and feeling the opposite. That was about the most honest he'd been with himself in months.

Out in the car park she had the keys off him, and the low sun caught her full in the face as she turned, squinting, smiling, doing nothing at all.

"Stop it," she said.

"Stop what?"

"Looking at me like that. In a car park." But she didn't mean a word of it. She got in and started the engine and laid her hand high on his thigh while the windscreen cleared, and left it there the whole drive home.
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She didn't put the lamp straight off that night.

The boys were down and the house had gone quiet. Claire stood at the long mirror in her slip, the blue dress over the back of the chair, looking at herself much as she'd looked the night of that first dinner. Turning side to side, she'd been then, hunting for whatever Marcus had found in her, certain she'd mislaid it years back, half hoping to catch a corner of it before it went for good.

No hunting now. She knew what was there. A small turn, and there was the full heavy line of herself, the soft belly she'd quit covering, the weight of her tits sitting low in the thin cotton. There was no looking for what a man might want in it. It was hers, and she liked it. Three months ago she couldn't have told you the last time she'd stood here and not picked herself to bits.

Tom came in at her back doing his buttons and stopped when he caught her there, much as he'd stopped in the doorway months before, when she'd had no idea he was up the stairs. She knew now. She found his eyes in the mirror and held them, covered nothing, didn't turn round.

"Come here," she said.

He came and stood behind her, and she watched his hands come round and settle warm low on her belly. She leaned into him and felt him already half hard against her, and pushed slowly back onto it.

"You were quiet at dinner," she said, watching them in the glass.

"I was busy watching you get looked at," he said into her neck. "All afternoon."

"I know you were." She turned and got her hand to him through his trousers, felt his cock stiffen up into her palm. "It's about the only thing keeping me decent in that pub. You, watching me."

She had him out of his trousers and onto his back and climbed up over him in the slip. His cock she took in her hand and held against herself, rubbing the head of him slowly through how wet she already was, watching his face go helpless underneath her.

"I keep thinking about you sat in that chair," she said. She sank down on him an inch and stopped. "Finished twice over and still gagging to watch. You filthy thing…" Another inch, and her eyes went half shut. "That's mine now. The way you went off your head just from the sight of it. I get to keep that."

"Fuck, Claire."

"And I'm nowhere near done with it." She sat all the way down onto him and rocked, slowly, both hands flat on his chest. She told him the rest of it plainly. "Friday, when we're round there, I want it longer. I want him to take his time and fuck me properly with you watching every minute of it. And I'm not having Simone sat on that chair-arm wanking you off this time." She ground down, and her breath caught. "You sit on your own and you want it on your own. That cock's yours to mind."

She watched it land on him — Friday laid out round him already, him in a chair to watch her take it. His cock jerked up inside her hard enough that she felt it, and she grinned down at him.

"There he is," she murmured, low. "You want to watch me get fucked by him again, don't you? Say it for me."

"You know I do."

"Say it properly."

"I want to watch you get fucked," he said, half-gone under her. "God help me, I do…"

She rode him hard and warm at that, her own want loud, her pussy gone tight and slick round him. It never once felt handed over. It was a thing she was taking. He came up off the bed into her, both hands gripping her hips, and she worked herself down hard until they both went, his cum filling her up while she shook over the top of him with his name in her mouth.

After, with the lamp finally off and Tom going heavy and slow at her side, she lay on her back and let herself want the lot, and stepped round none of it. The roast, the cold sun, the new dress. The men in the pub craning round at her. Marcus easy and unbothered opposite her. Three days off, the lamb and the warm bright kitchen and what came after the lamb. She wanted the next one worse than she'd wanted the last. She'd want the one after that worse again. Underneath the want she knew it was running off ahead of Tom faster than he could go, sliding further her way every single time, and she lay there glad of it.

She reached over and found his hand and folded hers into it.

"You asleep?"

"No."

"Good." She held on. "I love you. You know that, don't you? None of this touches that."

"I know." His hand tightened round hers. "Love you too. More than I did, if anything."

"It's going to keep going, this?” she said.

He was quiet a moment. Then he turned and put his face in her hair, and she felt him say it against her more than heard it.

“We’ll see how we both feel…”

She lay warm against him with Friday coming, wanting it already.
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