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Introduction


THIS IS A VERY ADULT 30K WORD NOVELLA! A dirty age-gap tale of a newly married young wife falling under the spell of a filthy older next door neighbour. His got something HUGE she cannot resist. She starts cheating, but hubby soon comes under the spell too. 


See the trigger warnings at the end of the book – you've been warned!

Book 11 of Lily Corbett's "Taboo Tales" series of very naughty books!


1: The Smell of Him


The kitchen smelled of fresh paint and someone else's old cooking, and I loved both of those things: the paint that was ours and the cooking that wasn't, the whole strange cocktail of them together. I stood at the counter with both hands wrapped round my mug and looked at the new hooks Ryan had put up the day before, slightly uneven, one of them already threatening to tilt, and something so uncomplicated rose in my chest it nearly embarrassed me. This was ours. All of it. The chipped hook and the too-small fridge and the view of someone else's buddleia coming over the fence. Ours. That was all it was. That was enough.

"They go by author," Ryan called through. "Obviously they go by author. That's not even a debate."

"It's absolutely a debate. Genre first, then author. Otherwise your Pratchetts end up next to your Safran Foers and nobody wins."

"Nobody wins either way, Jade, they're books on a shelf, not a philosophical system."

I carried both mugs through to the living room doorway and leaned against the frame. He was crouched over an open box, holding two paperbacks in one hand like he was weighing them, his hair doing the thing it did in the morning where one side went its own way entirely. He hadn't noticed. He wouldn't notice until mid-afternoon, and I'd stopped telling him because I liked it, the way it made him look about nineteen, this man I'd married, crouching on our carpet in his joggers deciding where the books went. Stupid thing to like. I liked it anyway.

I'd think about his face in the weeks that followed. Not with guilt, exactly. More like the feeling you get when you've been shown something you can't un-see and you're not sure yet whether you want to.

"Genre," I said, and handed him his mug.

He took it without looking up. "Author."

"You're impossible."

"You married me."

I had. Six weeks ago, in a registry office in Norwich city centre with his mum crying and my mum pretending she wasn't, and Ryan's best man giving a speech that was mostly inadvisable, about a fifth funny. I'd worn a dress I'd bought online, my hair down for once, and I'd looked at Ryan across that little room and thought: yes. Simple as that. Just yes.

That woman. The one standing at the counter with her mug and the tilting hook and the uncomplicated Saturday. I want you to know she was real. She wasn't waiting for anything, wasn't some good girl about to be woken up. She was just happy, the simple kind, the kind that doesn't know yet what it doesn't know.

The sound came through the wall without announcing itself.

Low and rhythmic, something with a pulse to it that wasn't quite regular enough for music and not irregular enough to ignore. I was mid-sentence about the bookshelf system and I stopped, not obviously, just a small pause, and Ryan's eyes moved to the shared wall and then back to me.

"Sounds like someone's having a better Saturday than us."

"Maybe they've got a tumble dryer."

"Yeah," he said, grinning. "That's what that is. A tumble dryer."

It wasn't a tumble dryer. I knew that the way you know things before you're ready to know them, somewhere below thought, in the part of you that processes information before the rest of you has signed off. It was continuous in the wrong way. Too organic. Too human at the edges. I turned back to the books.

Probably some other explanation. Something simple. I almost believed that, which was close enough for a Saturday morning.

The sound went on and then stopped. The silence from next door felt different from the silence before it; fuller, somehow, like a room after everyone's just left. Then someone knocked.

I went barefoot across the hallway, the new mat rough under my feet, the cold of the tiles in the hall seeping up before I reached it. The delivery driver was already holding out his scanner before the door was properly open, that delivery-driver blankness on him, already somewhere else entirely. I signed. Took the parcel, something Ryan had ordered and forgotten about, he was always doing that, ordering things like he was setting up surprises for himself. The driver turned and went down the path.

She was just there. I hadn't heard the door.

The porch was barely bigger than a landing, two doors facing each other across less than a metre of cold tile, and she was at the other one, pulling it almost-closed behind her, one hand still on the frame, looking out at the street like she owned it. Gorgeous. Not assembled-gorgeous, not the kind you clock from across a room; the kind you notice when she turns and looks at you and something you weren't expecting does something in your chest.

Dark hair loose around her shoulders, slightly tangled at the back, the kind of tangle that has nothing to do with sleep. A short black dress, good fabric even crumpled, and it was very crumpled, the hip of it creased in a way that sitting or sleeping doesn't account for. Her heels dangled from one hand by their straps, like something she'd stopped needing hours ago. Her feet were bare on the cold tiles, and she didn't seem to notice, or didn't care.

Her jaw. I noticed her jaw. Along the left side, from her cheek down to her chin, a redness. Not a bruise, not anything alarming; the redness you get from stubble, the kind that takes a full day to fade and that anyone who's had that kind of night knows on sight. I'd had it myself. I knew exactly what it meant.

She turned and looked at me.

Not through me, not the polite near-miss of two strangers in a small space. She actually looked at me, full on, her eyes dark and slightly unfocused, the look you have when your body has been through something, and your head hasn't quite caught up yet. She held it for a moment, long enough that I felt it land somewhere specific. The look had something in it I couldn't name; not shame, nothing close to shame, something private and finished, like a sentence she'd completed and wasn't going to translate for me.

What had she done in there? What had she let him do?

Then she walked out and across the path, shoes still dangling, feet quiet on the concrete. She reached a dark blue hatchback at the kerb, got in carefully, like she was concentrating on it, and pulled away. The street was empty before I looked away.

I stood there with the parcel under my arm.

Barry's door hadn't quite latched. It sat a centimetre open, a dark line of interior showing at the edge, and the smell came through before I'd made any decision about standing there. Warm and thick, dense with cigarette smoke so thoroughly embedded in every surface it had stopped being a smell and become a climate, years of it soaked into plaster and carpet and whatever was beyond that thin dark line. Something of old food underneath it. Unwashed things. And underneath both of those, something else entirely, something I couldn't name and couldn't put anywhere sensible; warm and specific and without any apology at all, the smell of a person who had never moderated themselves for anyone's comfort and wasn't about to start.

Something in me, low down and not rational about it at all, leaned toward it before I could stop myself. Not toward him, not yet. Toward the smell. I noticed that and then I didn't look at it.

There was a shape somewhere in the dimness beyond the door. Still. Not moving. Not visible enough to be a person exactly, just a mass, a suggestion of bulk in the dark.

I went back inside. I don't know how long I'd been standing there.

"Who was it?" Ryan called from the living room.

"Parcel."

"What did I order?"

"No idea." I set it on the kitchen counter and stood there. "There was a woman leaving next door."

A pause. Then: "Yeah?"

"Coming out of his flat."

He appeared in the doorway, book still in his hand. "What did she look like?"

I noticed how quickly it came. He was holding the book but not reading it. I didn't think much of it at the time. I filed it away without examining it, the way you do with things that don't make sense yet.

"Pretty," I said. "Late twenties. She was carrying her shoes."

He raised his eyebrows, the corner of his mouth doing the thing. "Walk of shame."

"She didn't look ashamed."

He considered that. "No, I suppose. Fair enough." He glanced toward the shared wall. "Lively neighbour, then."

"Seems like."

He went back to the books. I stood in the kitchen doorway with my parcel and looked at the wall we shared with number 14b, at the paint we'd chosen together on a Tuesday evening in B&Q, arguing cheerfully about white versus off-white, and I thought about the woman's jaw, the careful way she'd walked, the look she'd given me that I still couldn't decode.

She'd gone there willingly. That much was obvious. She'd been somewhere she wanted to be and she'd come back with her shoes in her hand and that redness along her jaw and whatever was behind her eyes, that full, private, finished thing.

What had he done to her? What had she asked him to do?

I stood in our kitchen with my husband making sounds of mild indecision about paperback fiction, and I could not stop thinking about why.


2: Ordinary Monday
The New One


Four days. I'd thought about that woman for four days, counted the sounds through the wall, and told Ryan about neither.

Monday morning, the bathroom mirror gave me back someone composed and unremarkable: blouse tucked into fitted charcoal trousers, hair up, a face I'd put a small amount of effort into without it showing. I did my mascara and thought about her jaw. The redness of it. The careful way she'd moved across the path with her shoes in her hand, like someone carrying something valuable. The specific drag of stubble against something soft, sustained and patient. My jaw went warm just thinking about it. I told myself it was the shower steam.

The wall was right there. Tile-white, perfectly ordinary, a few inches of plaster and brick between my bathroom and whatever was on the other side. Tuesday night I'd heard something through it; not words, not anything I could put a name to, just a rhythm with no other explanation. Wednesday too. Both times I'd lain with my eyes open in the dark and listened longer than was reasonable, Ryan asleep beside me with his arm across my waist, warm and entirely unaware. I told myself I was curious the way anyone would be about a new neighbour.

I capped the mascara. Still thinking about stubble against skin. I went to tell my husband goodbye.

Ryan was a shape under the duvet, face half in the pillow, one hand reaching out to find me when I sat on the edge of the bed. He found my knee and patted it without opening his eyes.

"You look nice," he said, which he couldn't possibly verify from that angle.

"I look exactly the same as every Monday."

"Exactly the same as always nice, then."

Easy. Warm and uncomplicated and easy. I leaned down and kissed the side of his head, breathing in the sleep-warm smell of his hair.

"Have a good day," he said. "Text me at lunch."

"I will."

He was already drifting again before I reached the door. I stood in the hallway a moment, looking back. The duvet rising and falling. His hand still loosely open where it had found my knee. He looked very young when he slept. He looked exactly like what he was: kind and easy and entirely real. He meant the knee-pat. He meant nice. He always did.

I checked my phone. Nothing that mattered. Ordinary Monday.

I opened the front door and stepped into the porch.

He was already there.

The first thing was the smell. It came before my eyes had even caught up with what was standing there, before I'd processed the bulk and closeness of him, before I understood that the porch I'd been moving through alone for four days had been decisively occupied. Cigarettes, obviously. Old sweat, the specific warmth of a large body that does not trouble itself about such things. And underneath all of that, something I couldn't name and couldn't reason with; something animal and close and personal, the smell of a man entirely unmodified by any awareness of what other people preferred. It hit me somewhere below the sternum. Something low in my belly went tight. I told myself it was the cold coming through the unheated porch.

Then my eyes caught up.

He was big in a way that reorganised the space. Not tall, not towering, but wide and dense and present the way certain objects are present: a piece of furniture too large for a room, a car taking up the pavement. The gut was real and unapologetic beneath a grey t-shirt that had given up on whiteness some time ago, straining forward with the settled weight of a man who had never spent a moment worrying about it. Tracksuit bottoms and worn-through trainers, in October, in that unheated porch, with an unlit roll-up clamped in the corner of his mouth like it had always lived there. Patchy dark stubble going grey, heavy through the jaw, the kind that would leave a mark on something softer. I knew exactly what kind of mark. His arms were thick and bare below the t-shirt sleeves, a blurred tattoo on the right forearm, Celtic something that age had smeared into impression rather than design. His hands, resting loose at his sides, were wide and knuckle-heavy, properly scarred, the hands of someone who'd used them for worse things than typing.

He was not looking at me when I stepped out. He was looking at the street.

Then he turned and looked at me.

The assessment was slow and made no apology for itself. He started at my face and took his time there, then moved down, unhurried, the kind of looking that has decided it is entitled to look and sees no reason to disguise the fact. Not leering, not salacious; more like a man pricing something he was considering acquiring, working out what it was worth, what he'd be willing to spend. He looked at my blouse, my waist, the fitted trousers, the way they sat on my hips. I was very aware, suddenly, of my hips. Then back to my face.

I stood very still.

"You're the new one."

Not a greeting, not even really a question; more like something being filed away.

"Yes." Out came the negotiator version of me, automatic as a reflex. "I'm Jade. We're next door, fourteen A."

He said nothing to this.

"I've been meaning to come round. Say hello. Properly." I heard how that sounded. Like I'd been thinking about it. "We've been getting settled."

The roll-up shifted to the other side of his mouth.

"What's your name?" I asked.

A pause. Long enough that I wondered whether he was going to answer, whether he was deciding if I'd earned it or simply hadn't registered the question as requiring a response.

"Barry."

"Nice to meet you, Barry."

He looked at me one more time. The same slow, unself-conscious inventory, from my face down and back again, and I had the very clear sense that he wasn't doing it for my benefit; he was doing it for his, and the distinction had not previously occurred to me as something a man could make. Then he stepped back through his door and pulled it shut.

I stood in the cold porch.

His door was closed. Cigarettes. That underneath-thing. The smell of him was still sitting in the enclosed space, not going anywhere, and I was looking at his door. I thought: I wonder if he-. And then I didn't finish that.

I made myself go.

Twenty-odd minutes to the city. I'd done it every morning since we moved: the corner shop, the bookies, the takeaway with its broken sign, the main road. The ordinary morning texture of a Norwich commute. I did it now and my mind went back to the porch the way a tongue goes to a sore tooth: the smell, the slow assessment, the particular quality of being looked at like that, not like something pretty or desirable in any flattering sense, but like something he had already made a decision about without consulting me.

Like the woman in the black dress; like he'd already made up his mind about me and was simply waiting for me to catch up.

And the worst part, the part I spent the whole walk not thinking about, was that something below the sensible part of my brain was starting to wonder if he was right.

[image: ]

Too Fucking Big

Ryan made pasta on Mondays. It was one of those small domestic facts that had already settled into the shape of us: six weeks married, and already we had a Monday pasta, a Friday takeaway, a Sunday morning where neither of us got up before ten if we could avoid it. He'd made it with the good tomatoes, the ones from the deli on Magdalen Street that cost more than either of us would admit was sensible, proper parmesan grated on top, and the whole flat smelled warm and ordinary and like home.

"I met the neighbour this morning," I said. Kept my voice exactly right, the mild, conversational register of someone reporting something mildly interesting. Nothing underneath it.

Ryan looked up from his bowl. "The one from fourteen B? What's he like?"

"Charming." I wound pasta around my fork and did not look at Ryan. "Stood in the porch staring at me for about thirty seconds without saying anything. Looked me up and down like I was something he was deciding whether to bother with. Didn't introduce himself, didn't ask my name, just looked at me and went back inside." He's called Barry, I thought, as though the name itself was some kind of answer to a question I hadn't been asked.

"That's not on." Ryan put his fork down, and I could see him assembling his good husband face: the mild outrage that was genuine, I don't doubt that, but also performative in the way of a gentle man who has simply never needed to back it up. "I'll go round, have a word. Make it clear that's not how we do things."

I looked at him. He looked at me.

Neither of us said anything for a moment.

"He's called Barry," I said, and picked up my wine.

Ryan picked his fork back up. "Right. Barry." He ate for a moment. "What does he, I mean, what does he do? For work?"

"I have no idea. He looked like he does something physical. Removals maybe, something like that. He's got a van outside." I watched Ryan's face as I said this. "Big bloke. Heavy. Fifty-something. Looks like he was a bouncer once, or something close to it."

"Right." Ryan nodded, and there was something in the nod that was more interested than the situation wanted, a barely-there lean forward he wasn't aware of. "Just, not great, is it. You shouldn't have to feel uncomfortable going out your own front door."

"No," I agreed. "You're right."

He was asking out of general interest. Of course he was.

We washed up together, then settled into the easy shape of the evening, his feet on the sofa cushion beside mine, the lamp making everything amber and close. I watched something on television that I couldn't have described to you ten minutes after it ended. Barry didn't come up again for a while. Then Ryan, not looking away from the screen, said:

"So this Barry. He actually didn't say anything? Just looked at you?"

"Just looked at me."

"Weird." A pause. "Was he, I mean, did he seem, I don't know. Threatening?"

I thought about the porch. The unhurried assessment. The complete absence of any performance, menace or otherwise: just a man who saw no reason to arrange himself for my benefit.

"No," I said. "Not threatening."

Ryan nodded slowly and looked back at the television and didn't ask anything else.

[image: ]

In bed he reached for me with a certainty that wasn't quite his usual approach, his hands more deliberate than I was used to. I turned to him and let him, and he was warm and familiar, and he kissed my jaw and said my name, and all of it was exactly right. His hands were kind. They were always kind.

Something in me was not entirely in the room.

Ryan kissed the top of my head and was asleep inside six minutes, the way he always was: like a decision, like simply choosing to be somewhere else. I'd always found it quietly enviable.

Tonight I found it something else.

The flat was quiet, warm, ours, the life we'd made in these six careful weeks, and I lay in the dark and looked at the ceiling and waited for sleep that didn't come.

And I came, eventually, not thinking about Ryan, not thinking about the room, not thinking about anything I'd call a thought. Just that sound, that specific sound through the wall, three nights ago. A woman being taken somewhere I had never been.

The flat was quiet in the specific way of a house that is waiting. Not peaceful. Waiting.

It came at quarter past eleven. I know because I'd been watching the red digits on the alarm clock the way you watch them when you can't sleep, counting the increments, willing them to change so the night could be over.

The bed.

Not ours. Ours was still, Ryan's weight settled into it on his side, his breathing the only sound in the room. This was the other bed. Through the wall, through however many inches of brick and plaster and the thin insulation of a semi-detached ex-council house that had never been built for privacy, the sound came through.

A headboard, or the bed frame itself, catching the wall. Once. Irregular. Then again. Then settling into something more deliberate, a rhythm establishing itself out of the dark.

I'd stopped breathing. Somewhere in the last thirty seconds, without deciding to, I'd simply stopped. I let it out carefully, so Ryan wouldn't stir, and stayed completely still: because if I moved I'd have to stop listening, and I was not going to stop listening.

Television, some part of me offered, quite weakly. He's got it on loud. Watching something.

It was not the television.

The rhythm established itself, slow at first, that particular creak of springs under sustained weight, and beneath it something lower, the actual drag and shift of the bed on the floor. I had heard sounds through this wall before, muffled ordinary things I'd been able to categorise and move on from. This was not that. This had a quality I could not file away, something unmistakably bodies, the specific friction and weight of two people, and it came through the plaster like it was intended for me.

The pace increased, and then the voice came through.

A woman's voice. Young, I thought, though sound through walls does strange things to pitch. What came through was not words yet, just the sounds of someone working, something between breath and moan, involuntary, the kind of sounds you don't choose to make. I know the difference between a sound someone makes for an audience and a sound someone can't help. I have made both. I know exactly which is which.

This was not for an audience.

This was a woman being taken apart, piece by piece, one thrust at a time, and she couldn't do anything about it, and she wasn't trying to.

Ryan slept on beside me. His chest rose and fell. I looked at the ceiling.

The sounds intensified. Something low and hot spread through my stomach, not from the duvet, definitely not from the duvet, and I did not move and I did not acknowledge it. The rhythm through the wall had found its pace now, and the bed was not being gentle about it, the frame knocking the wall in a specific percussion, and over all of it the sounds she was making had changed register entirely. Louder. More broken. The sounds of someone who has stopped caring about being heard.

Then the words started coming.

"Oh god." Breathless, cut up by the rhythm. "Oh god, oh god, oh—" A sound that wasn't a word, just impact and air and her body's argument with something far too large and relentless, and then: "Wait. Wait, it's—"

The rhythm stopped. Barry's voice came through, low and flat, too muffled for words but the cadence was an instruction, short and absolute.

Then the rhythm resumed, and she made a sound that went through the wall and through me, a sound that was not pain exactly and not quite pleasure exactly, a sound that lived in the difficult, breathless space between those two things, and when her voice came back it had lost all its composure entirely.

"It's too big." Clear as anything. I heard every word. "It's too fucking big, I can't—"

Barry's voice again. Three words, I thought. Three words in that flat, bored register, and she made a sound of pure surrender that I felt in places I had no business feeling anything.

Too fucking big.

I lay in the dark with my hands flat on the duvet beside me.

What?

Ryan. Ryan who I loved, Ryan who was kind and warm and entirely enough, lying six inches from me, breathing in the slow easy way of a man with no idea. Ryan was fine. Ryan was fine.

I had never in my life made a sound like the one that was coming through the wall.

The rhythm was faster now, relentless, the frame knocking steadily, the woman's voice stopped trying to form words and was just sound, continuous and escalating, a woman who had given up the argument and gone somewhere past it, somewhere I couldn't reach from the outside, and I lay there in the dark and tried to account for it and couldn't. He was fifty-something, overweight, rough-stubbled, he smelled of cigarettes and something else I hadn't been able to name, he had looked at me in the porch that morning like I was something he was pricing, not a woman he was hoping to impress, just a thing being assessed. He was not charming. He was not attractive by any measure I could have defended at eleven fifteen that morning in my professional clothes on my way to work.

And there was a woman on the other side of the wall who sounded like she'd forgotten her own name.

Too fucking big.

The phrase sat in the dark. I turned it over.

Surely women don't just—

I mean, you wouldn't.

Just because someone had a—

That would be insane.

I made myself think about something else. The shelf unit Ryan and I had been debating on Saturday, pleasantly, the way we argued about everything pleasantly, because we were good together and we both knew it. He wanted the flat-pack one from IKEA. I wanted the one from that place on St Benedict's Street. We'd gone back and forth about it over coffee and I hadn't thought about it since, which was probably significant, and then I was thinking about the smell in the porch again without meaning to, the warm animal thing underneath the cigarettes, reaching me before I'd even registered it, and I pressed my palm flat against my stomach and made myself think about the nine o'clock meeting instead.

The sounds through the wall hit a peak. Her voice went past language entirely, past words, past anything, just sound and breath and impact, and then from Barry, just the one sound: low and heavy, barely through the plaster but there, unmistakable, the sound of a man who does not perform, and then nothing.

Silence.

I lay there.

The clock said eleven thirty-four. Ryan breathed beside me, deep and even and somewhere far away. I looked at the wall: brick and plaster on my side, and on the other side of it, two people, the quiet aftermath of whatever that had been.

Too big. I turned it over in the dark. Too fucking big.

I pressed my thighs together. Tightly. There was a warmth there that had nothing to do with the duvet and everything to do with a woman I'd never met and a man I'd met once and found unpleasant, and that was not information I needed, that was not relevant, that was not something I was going to do anything about, and I was going to go to sleep.

I did not go to sleep for a long time.

When I finally did, my last thought, the one that slipped through before I could edit it, was not about Ryan. It was about the porch. About the smell of the flat through an open door, reaching me before I'd formed a single coherent reaction to it, and the particular quality of it, the thing underneath the cigarettes, the warm animal thing I hadn't been able to name.

And the question that I would not ask myself directly for another week, which my body had already answered.


3: Good Bra
The Slot Is Right There


The flat was quiet in a way that had texture to it. Not the quiet of a Sunday morning when Ryan was still in bed and the day was unhurried and soft; this was the quiet of his actual absence, his things still here, his mug on the draining board, his charger cable coiled on the counter, but him gone, the silence filling the space where he usually was with something that felt almost pressurised.

He'd left at seven. Two nights away, a client in Birmingham he'd been avoiding for months, and he'd kissed me properly at the door and told me he'd be back Thursday evening and I'd said fine, go, bring me something, and watched him reverse his little hatchback out from behind Barry's van and felt the morning settle into a shape I didn't have a word for yet.

I worked at the kitchen table. Laptop open, inbox building its usual Wednesday complaints: a tenant disputing a deposit, a landlord wanting to know why a viewing had been cancelled, a chain email about Christmas party deposits that I filed without reading. I made tea. I ate toast standing at the counter and looked out at the grey-white sky over the back gardens. Barry's window was dark. Van gone since before Ryan left.

The letters arrived at half nine. Three envelopes and a takeaway flyer, all Barry Doyle, 14b, dropped through the wrong door by a postman who apparently found the distinction between 14a and 14b aspirational. I put them on the counter. And that was that, except it wasn't, because I spent the rest of the morning looking at my inbox and seeing three white rectangles and a pizza flyer.

I could put them through his door. The slot's right there. Thirty seconds. No knock required.

I picked them up. Put them back down. Opened an email, typed half a reply, deleted it, typed it again and sent it and genuinely couldn't have told you what it said.

Forty minutes later, Barry's van came back. I heard the engine cut out on the street and I didn't look up and I did not hear it.

The letters were still on the counter.

I'd been meaning to change out of my work-from-home things since lunch anyway. The fitted grey jumper and dark work trousers were fine for the kitchen table, less fine for the afternoon. The cream top was in the wardrobe. The good bra was in the drawer. I was doing laundry this week and might as well start wearing the clean things. I kept the dark jeans. Took my hair down from the clip because it had been giving me a headache all morning. Looked at myself in the bathroom mirror.

I was going to change. I just happened to be doing it before I took the letters round. The order of things doesn't mean anything.

I looked at my face in the spotted bathroom mirror for a moment longer than necessary.

Went downstairs.

Picked the letters up without pausing, because pausing had already proved to be the dangerous part, the part where I stood at counters losing arguments with myself. I picked them up, stood at my own front door, breathed in once, and opened it.

The porch was cold. The bare bulb off, the thin grey-white of a Norwich October coming through the tiled entrance and making everything look slightly more real than it needed to. Barry's door on the left. I raised my hand and stood there for a second, my pulse already doing something I hadn't asked it to do, and then the door opened.

He looked at my hand. The letters. Then at my face, the same slow pricing-look from Monday, the one I'd spent two days telling myself was unpleasant. He stepped back without speaking and walked back into the flat, leaving the door open behind him. No come in. Nothing. Just the open door.

I stepped through.

The smell hit me like a change in the weather.

I'd caught the edge of it on Monday, standing close to his open door for half a minute, and thought I knew what it was. I did not know. Standing in the hallway of 14b with the door not quite shut behind me, it arrived in layers, the way music resolves into its parts when you're close enough. Cigarette smoke first: not recent, not an event, but structural, decades of it soaked into the walls and carpet and plaster until the flat itself smelled of it, until it was as much part of the building as the brick. Old food underneath, not unpleasant, just the layered record of a hundred takeaways, warm and dense. Unwashed warmth. The smell of a man who lived alone and didn't perform domesticity for an audience that didn't exist.

And underneath all of those things, the thing I couldn't name. Warmer than the rest. More animal. More personal. Something I had no word for and no rational response to, and my cunt was wet before I'd finished standing there. My body knew before my brain had the chance to weigh in, and my brain arrived late to the meeting and didn't change the outcome.

I stood in the hallway for a moment, adjusting.

The living room opened directly ahead. I walked into it, my eyes settling in the low orange light: curtains half drawn across the grey afternoon, a standing lamp in the corner casting everything in warm dim. The sofa, enormous and dark, worn to a shine in the centre cushion where he always sat. Coffee table in front of it, ashtray already half-full at barely three in the afternoon, two empty cans, a tobacco pouch. The takeaway boxes stacked along the right wall in their geological layers. The television, large, football on it with the sound off, twenty-two men moving silently across green.

And the two smaller screens on the side unit to the left, angled at the sofa. The heat hit my face before I'd worked out what I was seeing; a woman's voice, small and tinny, broken into pieces. I looked away. Then I looked back, because there was nobody to perform modesty for, and what was on those screens was exactly what I'd spent four days trying not to think about. Barry had settled himself back into the worn groove of his sofa like I wasn't there, like this was just a Wednesday.

I had expected something I could judge. What I got instead was something I couldn't look away from.

He reached for his tobacco pouch and rolled a cigarette without looking at his hands, the practice of ten thousand repetitions. Lit it. Looked at the muted football. Did not glance at me or at the screens with any particular interest. He was simply in his room. I was simply also in it. The distinction between those two states did not appear to concern him.

He nodded at the letters in my hand.

I stepped forward and put them on the coffee table, on top of a takeaway menu, and stood there.

He looked at one of the screens. Then at me.

"See that before?"

My face went hot, an immediate flush from the jaw upward that I couldn't have stopped if I'd tried. What was on the screen, what was happening on it, and his voice asking me that in the same flat tone he might use to ask about the weather. He waited, and when I didn't answer he grinned, and I saw the missing teeth for the first time, lower left, the gap dark in his grey-stubbled face. A man who had decided some time ago that the opinion of mirrors was irrelevant.

"Sit down. You're making the place look untidy."

I sat down. Into it, the way you go into this particular sofa: it swallowed me at the knees, and I sank into the worn softness of it, and it held me in the warmth of ten years of him, the smell of him concentrated here, a physical thing, up close. I sat with my hands in my lap and said nothing.

He asked about Ryan. What he did, where he was. I told him: web designer, away until Thursday, Birmingham. He nodded, slow and final, like a man filing information without any expression of interest in having received it.

"How long married?"

"Eight months."

A short, low sound that wasn't quite a laugh.

"Eight months. You still doing it regular then?"

"That's none of your business."

He shrugged. Barry hadn't experienced embarrassment in years. Possibly decades. Not something he'd earned or cultivated. Just something he was.

Then: "Hear me the other night?"

"No."

He looked at me for a long moment. The cigarette burning between his fingers, the muted football moving across the screen, the two smaller screens murmuring their tinny sounds, the orange light holding everything still.

"Liar." Flat. No heat in it. A fact, the way rain is a fact.

A warmth moved up from my jaw into my cheeks and I could not produce a single word. My face did something entirely without my permission.

He put the roll-up out in the ashtray. Stood up.

From the sofa, looking up, the full reality of him arrived differently to anything I'd understood from a neutral distance. The width of his shoulders. The gut dropping forward under the grey t-shirt, heavy and real. The sheer occupied space of him. He walked the four steps from the sofa to where I was sitting and stopped in front of me and from here, from this close, with no distance to moderate it, the underneath-thing reached me on every breath, warm and animal and entirely out of my control, and my body's response was immediate and total and not a thing I chose.

He put one wide hand under my chin and tilted my face up. Looked at me. Small dark eyes moving over my face without hurry, no performance, no seduction, just looking at something he'd already decided about.

"You came in," he said. "Didn't have to."

Nothing came out. Not a sound, not a word, nothing. My chin was in his hand, my pulse was in my throat, the smell of him on every breath.

He didn't kiss me.

He leaned down and dragged his mouth along the side of my face, slow, from cheekbone to jaw, the corner of my mouth. His stubble caught and rasped and raised the skin along my cheek, the friction of it a heat I felt in my chest and lower, and his tongue, briefly, pressed against my jaw. He tasted of cigarettes and warmth and something underneath both, and I made a sound; not quite a moan, something lower and older than that, something that hadn't asked for permission and wasn't interested in receiving it.

He straightened up and pulled his t-shirt off in one movement.

I know what I should have felt. I'd constructed, over four days, a thorough and reasonable account of everything physically unappealing about this man. The gut was real and substantial without the t-shirt, dropping forward, the navel deep in it. His chest broad and heavy, covered in dark hair going grey. The old muscle of the bouncer years still present in his shoulders and arms, under the accumulated softness, a structural solidity that made him feel immovable. He was not beautiful. Not even close to beautiful by any standard I'd ever applied to anything.

My hands reached for him before I'd finished thinking that. I pressed my palms flat against his stomach, against the warm skin of it, the heat of him, and my hands were shaking.

He undid his tracksuit bottoms and stepped out of them and I looked.

There are no metaphors for it. I'm not going to insult it with any. Half-hard and getting harder while I sat there in my cream top and good bra like I'd dressed for something civilised, thick from base to tip, heavier than anything I had a reference for. The upward curve of it. The head blunt and dark, already slick at the tip, a bead of it catching the orange light. I wrapped my hand around the base without deciding to, the way you touch something to confirm it's real, my fingers reaching and not meeting, the base of him as wide as my closed fist and the rest of it beyond that. His balls hanging heavy beneath, full, the whole thing existing with a kind of unapologetic physical gravity that I had absolutely no framework for.

My cunt clenched so hard I nearly made a sound.

He watched me stare.

"Yeah," he said, and then: "On your knees."

I went to the floor. The carpet under my knees, worn and slightly rough. From this angle it was worse; by which I mean it was completely and immediately the most overwhelming thing I had ever been close to, heavy against my lips, the smell of him from here not layered anymore but single, concentrated, animal. I looked up at him and he had that expression, the one that wasn't quite a smile, the expression of a man whose reasonable prediction had just come in.

His hand settled in my hair. Not forcing, just present. A weight that oriented me.

"Wider. Take more of it. Use your tongue."

I tried. I was genuinely struggling, my jaw aching with it, my eyes streaming, making sounds I'd never made, the kind that come when you're being asked to accommodate something that was not in any frame of reference you previously held. He watched from above with complete patience, the patience of a man who knows exactly what he has and is entirely unbothered by the adjustment period. The tinny women's voices from the screens still going behind him, small and rhythmic, and the sound of my own mouth on his cock, wet and obscene, and his hand loose in my hair.

"Slower. There. Use your tongue. There."

I adjusted. Found something I could manage. Found something beyond managing.

"Good girl."

Two words in that flat unhurried voice, and they went through me like a current, landing somewhere low and central and undeniable. I was soaking through my knickers, the wet heat of it against my thighs, and I was past the point of cataloguing it or doing anything with the information except holding it. The smell of him from this close, this angle, his hand in my hair, was the full concentration of the underneath-thing, the warm animal thing, and I breathed it in and my body stopped arguing about anything.

He tasted of salt and sweat and something darker underneath, and I filed it away with the compulsive attention of a woman who knows she'll be returning to these details at the kitchen table tomorrow morning, on the phone to a landlord at work, lying awake in her own bed when her husband gets home Thursday.

He moved me onto the sofa. Not roughly, just certainly, with the total unhurried authority he applied to everything. My jeans, my knickers: gone. He looked at me the way he'd looked at everything in this room, a complete and unbothered ownership, and I lay there in the cream top he hadn't bothered to remove and felt the cool air on my bare arse and the heat of his gaze and was not embarrassed even slightly. Then two of his fingers, no hesitation, no gentle preliminary, just in, deep, and the heel of his hand hard against my clit, and the specific rough certainty of it was so entirely unlike anything I'd had before that I made a sound loud enough to embarrass me.

His thumb circled my clit, pressed, and his fingers crooked up inside me and hit something so precise it knocked the breath straight out of me. I heard myself. A sound I hadn't known I was capable of making, not performed, not voluntary, just wrenched out of some place that had been waiting for exactly this.

Four minutes. Less, maybe. My whole body seized, clenched around his fingers, thighs clamping, back arching off his sofa, and I was loud in a way I'd never been with anyone; the kind of loud that doesn't ask permission, just comes out of somewhere you didn't know you owned. The orgasm rolled through me in waves that kept going past the point I expected them to stop, and I was still shaking when it finally eased off and I came back to the orange light and the tinny sounds from the screens and Barry watching from above with that expression: told you so, without his mouth having to move.

He didn't look surprised. He looked like a man who'd made a calculation and checked the working.

He didn't give me time to recover. He lined himself up and I looked down the length of my own body at it, from this angle, the size of it, the blunt dark head pressing at the entrance to me and made a sound that wasn't a word.

"Still. Let your body sort it out."

The stretch was the only thing in the world. Everything else went: the orange light, the football, the sound of my own breathing, all of it gone. Just the slow press of him opening me past any point I'd been before, too much and not enough at once, the fullness on the edge of too much, on the edge of something I'd been chasing without knowing what it was. A slight wrongness that my body was already converting into something else entirely, something that said: yes, this, here, finally. I said oh god, I said wait, I said I can't, and none of it was true, and he knew it, and he just held there, patient, heavy, immovable, and let my body catch up.

And it did.

The resistance dissolved into fullness, and the fullness became the dense specific sensation of being stretched around something real and permanent, and he began to move, slow at first, deep, each stroke felt across every inch of it. His gut against me, warm and heavy. His mouth back on my jaw, my cheek, the stubble burning into the skin he'd already marked, the rasp and drag of it, and I wanted it, I wanted every mark, I wanted the evidence on my own face of what I'd let happen in this room.

He fucked me without performance, without commentary, without asking what I wanted, because my body was broadcasting it in terms that required no translation. The sounds coming out of me were continuous and unmanaged; the wet slap of him against me, the creak of the old sofa, the tinny women's voices still going from the screens, and underneath it all the specific animal smell of the two of us, of sex and sweat and cigarette smoke and the underneath-thing at full concentration. Somewhere above me he exhaled, just once, low and unguarded, the one honest sound he'd made, and then he pushed deep and held there and came.

The warmth of it, filling me, more than I expected, the wet heat of it at my core. He held there for a long moment after, heavy, his hand gripping my hip with the full force of those wide fingers, fingerprints pressed into the flesh of me, and I lay under the weight of him and breathed.

He straightened up. Pulled out and reached for his cigarettes, nothing to fill the space, no are you alright, no tenderness to manage, and I was still lying there, his cum leaking out of me onto the worn sofa cushion, when he said: "Brew?"

The most surreal question I have ever been asked.

"Yes. Please."

He came back with two mugs, set mine on the coffee table and resumed his position on the sofa, roll-up lit, tracksuit bottoms back on, the television still showing its silent football, the screens still running, soft and small. He did not look at me with any particular expression. This was simply how his afternoon had gone. I sat beside him, pulling my jeans back on, and the warmth of him soaked into my left side and his smell came up off my skin and out of my hair and the sofa gave it back to me on every breath.

He asked, after a moment, whether we were planning anything with the front garden.

He asked about the front garden.

We'd just. And he asked about the garden.

I answered him. I told him Ryan wanted to put gravel down, that I thought some kind of low planting was better. He made a low sound that might have been agreement. Drank his tea.

I answered him. That's the part. I answered him about the garden like a normal person and I meant it.

I finished the tea and stood up. He didn't stand. He gave me one brief look, the same final look he applied to things he'd decided were done and said: "Right."

I picked up my knickers from the floor, which was possibly the least dignified moment of my adult life, stuffed them in my jeans pocket, and walked back through the dim hallway, past the stack of unopened post on his shelf, past the enormous work boots by the door, and out.
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The porch. My own door.

The smell of him still in my hair, on my skin, in the fabric of the cream top. I carried it back across the threshold with me.

My flat smelled of candles and clean laundry. I stood in the kitchen and breathed it. Ryan's mug on the draining board. His charger coiled on the counter. The fruit bowl with one apple left in it that neither of us had touched in four days, and somehow that was the thing that got me, just for a moment.

I picked up my phone.

Miss you. House is quiet.

Sent it. Stood holding the phone.

The screen lit up with his reply in under a minute: a string of hearts and a promise to bring me something nice. I stood in my kitchen with his cum still wet between my thighs and Barry's stubble burn rising on my jaw and typed back: x.

I looked at the screen for a moment longer. Behind my messages app, a browser tab open: a search I'd run at seven that morning before Ryan even left the house. I looked at it. Locked the screen.

I could have put the letters through the door. The slot is right there. Thirty seconds, no knock required. I ran that search at seven in the morning. I think about that sometimes. Not with shame. That's the part that should worry me.

I showered eventually. Not immediately.

I got into our bed alone that night and the smell was still there, underneath the shower gel, under the clean sheets, not on my skin anymore but somewhere else now, somewhere the water hadn't reached. It was in the part of my mind where the decision had already been made; quiet, settled, done with arguing.

Water doesn't touch that.


4: The One He Kept
Already Decided


Ryan arrived at seven with a bottle of Côtes du Rhône he'd remembered I liked and a slightly squashed paper bag that turned out to contain a pain au chocolat from the good bakery near Norwich station, which meant he'd got off the train and walked fifteen minutes out of his way before coming home. I noticed that. I let him in and he kissed me properly, his hand coming up to my jaw, warm fingers, clean-shaven, and I kissed him back and let myself be in it for a moment.

His hand was at my jaw, warm and clean and nothing like anything else, and I swallowed that down and followed him into the kitchen.

"God, it's good to be back." He dropped his bag in the hallway and followed me in, already talking the way he always did after two days of being professional at people, needing to decompress into someone who actually knew him. "The client was a nightmare. Not a nightmare, he was fine, but he wanted to revisit the entire navigation structure at half nine on Wednesday night. Over room service. I had pasta that tasted of the container it came in."

"I had good pasta," I said. "I'll make it again."

"You are a better person than me in every measurable way." He held up the wine. "Open this?"

I found the opener and handed it to him, and he climbed onto the counter the way he always does, the way I've told him twice is bad for it.

"Ryan."

"I know, I know." He didn't move. He pulled the cork and poured two glasses and handed mine down, entirely unrepentant, and I took it and leaned against the opposite counter and looked at him, this man I married, sitting in my kitchen looking exactly like himself after two days away, and something in my chest did what it always does when I look at him, something warm and specific and entirely real.

"How was the flat?" he asked.

"Quiet."

"Good quiet?"

"Just quiet." I took a sip of wine. "I was fine."

Both of those things were accurate. I thought about Wednesday night and said nothing.

We ate at the kitchen table, the pasta I'd made, and Ryan was specific in his compliments the way he always is, not just this is nice but the tomatoes, what did you do to the tomatoes, they're actually sweet. He noticed things. It was one of the first things I'd liked about him.

I looked at his hands on the wine glass. Long fingers. Clean nails. He gestured with them when he talked about the presentation software disaster, the fifteen minutes of silent panic before he'd found the right cable, and I watched his hands make the shape of the panic.

His hands. My mind slid sideways without asking permission. The width and weight of them, the specific grip of thick fingers cupping my jaw and tipping my face up like he was deciding something, not asking, just deciding, and the way my whole body had gone quiet and ready the moment he did it, the way I'd felt my pulse drop low and heavy, warmth spreading through my stomach and lower, already wet before he'd said a word.

The wine was good. I barely tasted it.

"You're quieter than usual," Ryan said.

"I'm listening."

He smiled. "You can talk, you know. I'm not actually that interesting."

"You're interesting."

"Tell me something that happened. Anything."

So I told him about the difficult landlord, the one who'd rung the office three times on Tuesday about a damp report he'd commissioned himself and then didn't like the findings of, and Ryan laughed in the right places and asked a good follow-up question, and it was entirely real, the conversation, the wine, the pasta going cold on the edges, all of it entirely real and mine and I was in it properly.

I was also somewhere else. Both things at once.

On the sofa afterward he pulled me into his side, and the television went on, some panel show, and I watched it without watching it, his thumb moving absently on my arm. It was comfortable the way only very familiar things are comfortable, the weight of him against my side, the particular temperature of him.

Then, into the quiet, he asked whether I'd seen the neighbour while he was away. Just like that. Casual as anything.

I kept my face completely still.

"Just in passing," I said.

Ryan nodded. The television said something. He reached for his wine.

Then: "I've been thinking we should go round properly. Introduce ourselves. Be neighbourly." He said it looking at the screen, not at me.

I looked at the side of his face. The slightly distracted set of it, the careful casual quality of a man who wants something and hasn't yet had the conversation with himself about what the wanting means. I knew that look. I had been wearing it for the better part of a week.

"That's a nice idea," I said.

I watched his face as I said it and something moved across it, quick and bitten-down, the look of a man who had just been told something he already knew. Satisfied and nervous, both at once, swiftly managed.

"Yeah." He nodded. "Maybe at the weekend."

He finished his wine. He didn't pursue it. He wouldn't go round, I already knew that. He was going to want to go round for weeks, let the thought sit in him and do whatever it was doing, and not go round, and I was not going to push him either way, not yet, not until I understood what I was doing, which I didn't yet, not fully.

I leaned into his side. His arm tightened around me.

We went to bed. He reached for me before the lamp was off.

He had the particular energy of a man who's been away two nights and wants to close the distance, warm and deliberate, his hands moving with familiar certainty over my hips, my waist, the small of my back. He kissed my jaw, my throat, gentle and unhurried, and I felt him against me and felt the shape of what he wanted.

He pushed my hair back from my face.

I took his wrist and moved his hand down, pressing it between my thighs where I was already warm and slick through the thin fabric of my knickers. I didn't know I was going to do that until I'd already done it.

He paused, just briefly, with the look of a man who'd encountered a door moved three inches to the left.

I didn't wait for him to recalibrate. I pulled my knickers down myself and guided him back and he made a sound low in his throat as his fingers found how wet I was, actually wet, embarrassingly wet, soaked in a way that had nothing to do with him and everything to do with what I'd been carrying around all week. I heard myself make a sound that wasn't quiet. There. His name, once, and then not his name. Like that. Don't stop. Like that.

He followed it, delighted, a little wide-eyed at this new version of me. Good. I needed him to follow.

"You're different," he said, his voice low against my neck.

"I missed you," I said, which was true enough.

He took it, and he gave me more of what I was asking for, and I moved his hand harder against me and arched into it, my thighs falling apart, my hips rolling up. More. He worked me with his fingers, slick and slippery with it, my body clenching and releasing around him, and I bit down on the sound I wanted to make because I hadn't decided yet how much of this to give him.

Then he was over me, between my thighs, and I reached down and put him where I wanted him and pushed my hips up to take him and he slid in, familiar, good, and I wrapped my legs around him and set the pace myself, harder than usual, pulling him deeper, my hands on his arse urging him on because I needed the friction, needed to feel it, needed something to chase.

The sofa. It arrived without warning, the way it always arrived. The specific weight of being held in place, hands that weren't asking, just positioning, the carpet rough under my knees, the stretch and resistance of the first slow push of something too large and completely necessary, my voice coming out wrong, too high, too desperate, and the low voice saying good girl like a door closing on an argument, and the way I'd felt filled past the point of thought, past the point of anything except the next inch.

My orgasm hit me like something physical, like a wave that started in my stomach and went everywhere at once, my hips driving up hard, my hands gripping Ryan's shoulders, a sound leaving my mouth that wasn't quite a word. Ryan went very still for half a second, the way he does, like a man checking his work, and then he followed, his face pressed into my neck, his whole body shuddering, and I held onto him and stared at the ceiling and breathed through it.

Afterward he lay on his back beside me, warm and spent and pleased with himself and with me. Within ten minutes his breathing had changed. He always went under like that, like a decision, like something switched off cleanly.

He never woke.

I lay in the dark with my hand flat between his shoulder blades, his skin warm under my palm, and looked at the wall.

I was still warm between my legs, still a little sore, Ryan's cum drying on my inner thigh, and my husband was asleep touching my hand. I was not unhappy. I want to be clear about that, because both things were true at the same time and neither of them cancelled the other.

I thought about the text I hadn't received. No arrangement, no promise, nothing that meant he owed me anything at all. He would text when he wanted me to come round, and when he didn't want that he wouldn't, and I had no claim on the difference.

This did not stop the wanting. Nothing was stopping the wanting.

I thought about Wednesday night. The decision I'd made in the dark, hand still wet against my thigh, the sounds through the wall settling into silence. I was going to be better, the one he texted, the one he kept. I was going to learn everything he hadn't taught me yet, give him things before he asked, make myself the version of this he couldn't stop thinking about when someone else was in the room.

Next time, I was going to swallow.

I turned toward Ryan's back, the familiar shape of his shoulder blades, the solidity of him. I put my hand flat between them and felt him breathe.

I lay there for a long time, his skin warm under my palm, and looked at the wall.
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Good Pasta

Ryan arrived at seven with a bottle of Côtes du Rhône he'd remembered I liked and a slightly squashed paper bag that turned out to contain a pain au chocolat from the good bakery near Norwich station, which meant he'd got off the train and walked fifteen minutes out of his way before coming home. I noticed that. I let him in and he kissed me properly, his hand coming up to my jaw, warm fingers, clean-shaven, and I kissed him back and let myself be in it for a moment.

His hand was at my jaw.

I filed that away without looking at it.

"God, it's good to be back." He dropped his bag in the hallway and followed me into the kitchen, already talking, the particular over-talkativeness of someone who'd spent two days being professional and needed to decompress into someone who knew him. "The client was a nightmare. Not a nightmare, he was fine, but he wanted to revisit the entire navigation structure at half nine on Wednesday night. Over room service. I had pasta that tasted of the container it came in."

"I had good pasta," I said. "I'll make it again."

"You are a better person than me in every measurable way." He held up the wine. "Open this?"

"Ryan."

"I know, I know." He didn't move. He pulled the cork and poured two glasses and handed mine down, entirely unrepentant, and I took it and leaned against the opposite counter and looked at him, this man I married, sitting in my kitchen looking exactly like himself after two days away, and something in my chest did the thing it always does when I look at him. Warm. Specific. Real.

"How was the flat?" he asked.

"Quiet."

"Good quiet?"

"Just quiet." I took a sip of wine. "I was fine."

Both of those things were accurate. I thought about Wednesday night and said nothing.

We ate at the kitchen table, the pasta I'd made, and Ryan was specific in his compliments the way he always is, not just this is nice but the tomatoes, what did you do to the tomatoes, they're actually sweet. He noticed things. It was one of the first things I'd liked about him, that he actually looked at what was in front of him.

I looked at his hands on the wine glass. Long fingers. Clean nails. He gestured with them when he talked about the presentation software disaster, the fifteen minutes of silent panic before he'd found the right cable, and I watched his hands make the shape of the panic and I thought about a different pair of hands entirely. The width of them. The specific weight of thick fingers holding my face upward, not asking, simply placing me where I needed to be.

I took another sip of wine.

"You're quieter than usual," Ryan said.

"I'm listening."

He smiled. "You can talk, you know. I'm not actually that interesting."

"You're interesting."

"Tell me something that happened. Anything."

So I told him about the difficult landlord, the one who'd rung the office three times on Tuesday about a damp report he'd commissioned himself and then didn't like the findings of, and Ryan laughed in the right places and asked a good follow-up question, and it was entirely real, the conversation, the wine, the pasta going cold on the edges, all of it entirely real and mine and I was in it properly.

I was also somewhere else. Both things at once.

On the sofa afterward he put his arm around me, and we watched something neither of us was really watching, and it was comfortable the way only very familiar things are comfortable, the weight of him against my side, the particular temperature of him.

He asked, after a natural pause in which neither of us had said anything for several minutes, whether I'd seen the neighbour while he was away.

I kept my face completely still.

"Just in passing," I said.

Ryan nodded. The television said something. He reached for his wine.

Then: "I've been thinking we should go round properly. Introduce ourselves. Be neighbourly." He said it looking at the screen, not at me.

I looked at the side of his face. The slightly distracted set of it, the careful casual quality of a man who wants something and hasn't yet had the conversation with himself about what the wanting means. I knew that look. I had been wearing it for the better part of a week.

"That's a nice idea," I said.

I watched his face as I said it and I saw something move through it, brief, swiftly managed. Something satisfied and nervous at the same time.

"Yeah." He nodded. "Maybe at the weekend."

He finished his wine. He didn't pursue it. He wouldn't go round, I already knew that. He was going to want to go round for weeks, let the thought sit in him and do whatever it was doing, and not go round, and I was not going to push him either way, not yet, not until I understood what I was doing, which I didn't yet, not fully.

I leaned into his side. His arm tightened around me.

In the bedroom he reached for me with the particular energy of a man who has been away two nights and wants to close the distance, warm and deliberate, his hands moving with familiar certainty. And I let him, and I was with him, and I was also thinking about what I'd decided in the dark on Wednesday night.

He pushed my hair back from my face.

I took his wrist and moved his hand to where I wanted it.

He paused. Just briefly. A small recalibration.

I was louder than usual, more specific in what I wanted, my hands directing him with a certainty I hadn't used before, not because I was performing something for him but because I had stopped waiting to be asked. There. Like that. Don't stop. His name once, and then not his name, just the instruction, and he followed it, delighted, slightly wide-eyed, this new version of me that had appeared in his two-night absence.

"You're different," he said at some point, his voice low.

"I missed you," I said, which was true enough, and he took it and gave me more of what I was asking for.

I kept my eyes open. His shoulders. The dark ceiling. The wall at the head of the bed.

I thought about the sofa. The specific weight of being held in place by hands that weren't asking, the stretch and resistance of the first slow push of something too large and completely necessary, the carpet under my knees, the flat low voice saying good girl like a door closing on an argument.

The orgasm came hard and sudden and I was louder than I'd meant to be, my hips driving up, my hands gripping his shoulders, something leaving my mouth that wasn't quite a word. Ryan went very still for half a second like a man checking his work, and then he followed, and I held onto him and looked at the ceiling and breathed.

Afterward he lay on his back beside me, pleased with himself and with me, and within ten minutes his breathing had changed into sleep. He always went under like that. Like a decision. Like something switched off cleanly.

I lay in the dark and looked at the ceiling.

I was not unhappy. I want to be clear about that, because I was lying in the bed I shared with my husband who had walked fifteen minutes out of his way to bring me a pain au chocolat and who had cooked pasta last week and who fell asleep touching my hand; and I was not unhappy. Both things were true at the same time and neither of them cancelled the other.

I thought about the text I hadn't received. There was no reason I should receive one. No arrangement, no promise, nothing between us that obligated him to anything. He would text when he wanted me to come round, and when he didn't want that he wouldn't, and I had no claim on the difference.

This did not stop the wanting.

I thought about Wednesday night. The decision I'd made in the dark, hand still wet against my thigh, the sounds through the wall settling into silence. I was going to be better. The one he texted. The one he kept. I was going to learn everything he hadn't taught me yet, give him things before he asked, make myself the version of this he couldn't stop thinking about when someone else was in the room.

Next time, I was going to swallow.

I turned toward Ryan's back. Warm, solid, the familiar geography of his shoulder blades. I put my hand flat between them and felt him breathe.

He didn't wake. He never woke.

I lay there for a long time, his skin warm under my palm, looking at the wall.
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Not nearly done with him

Ryan was at his desk by nine, joggers and a plain t-shirt, coffee in hand, the easy resumption of his normal Friday. I heard his chair creak, heard the particular rhythm of his typing that meant he was deep in something and didn't need me, and I stood at the kitchen counter and made my own coffee and stared at the back door and thought about what was on the other side of it.

The morning was grey through the window. Cold light, flat sky, the kind of October Friday that doesn't commit to anything.

He appeared in the kitchen doorway with his mug, scrolling something on his phone, and then stopped scrolling and looked up.

"Did you see him at all? While I was away."

Not the neighbour. Not Barry. Just him, as though there was only one man who could possibly be meant.

I kept my voice easy. "Took some letters round. They'd come to ours by mistake."

Ryan nodded. Stirred his mug, though there was nothing in it to stir. "What was he like? Up close. In person."

I looked at my husband's face. I knew that expression. I'd been wearing it myself for three days: careful, slightly too neutral, the face of someone who has a question they've decided not to ask yet. I knew what lived underneath his version because I knew what lived underneath mine, and mine was forty-eight hours of his cock and the smell of that flat and the way I'd felt myself come apart and come back different.

"Very direct," I said. "Takes up a lot of space."

Ryan nodded slowly, that particular nod of his that means he's filing rather than responding. He went back to his desk.

I stood at the counter and drank my coffee. I did not add to it. Enormous would have been the word. Enormous and warm and he smells like something that got into me and didn't come back out. I drank my coffee.
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An hour later I was at the kitchen table with my laptop open, genuinely working: inbox, two callbacks, a viewing to reschedule for a flat on Unthank Road that the tenant had cancelled twice already. Ordinary Friday work, the kind that fills the morning without requiring much of me.

I glanced out the front window. Barry's van was on the street, the dirty white Transit in its usual spot. Present. He was home. I looked back at my inbox and started typing a reply to a landlord about a boiler certificate.

His cock while she was talking to that landlord. No. The specific weight of it in my hand the first time. I typed the boiler report is with us. I did not examine why I'd looked.

The laundry needed doing. This was genuinely true. The basket had been sitting in the bathroom doorway since Thursday morning and Ryan had stepped around it twice without saying anything, which was the thing about Ryan: he'd learned which battles weren't. I filled it. Actual laundry. Shirts, a couple of things of mine, the towels.

I carried it through the kitchen and out the back door into the cold. I was still in what I'd slept in: leggings, one of Ryan's hoodies, hair down. No particular reason for the hair to be down. I'd taken it out of the bun that morning when I was making coffee and I hadn't put it back up.

The garden was small, slightly overgrown at the edges where neither of us had got round to doing anything about the previous tenant's ambitions with the borders. A concrete path, a washing line on a plastic reel that needed oiling, the fence panels on both sides looking tired. Ours and not yet ours, the way a space feels when you've only been in it a few months and haven't decided what to do with it yet.

I started hanging things. The cold came off the fabric the moment I pulled the first shirt from the basket. My breath made small shapes in the air.

Barry's kitchen window was directly ahead of me, across the narrow gap of the two back gardens, beyond his fence. The glass was slightly clouded, the way windows get when a room is warm inside and cold outside, and the interior beyond it was dim. A light on somewhere further back in the flat. The shape of the kitchen I'd only glimpsed on my way through on Wednesday.

I hung a shirt. Smoothed it along the shoulders the way my mum taught me. Reached into the basket for the next thing.

The shape appeared in the window.

He materialised out of the dim interior the way he always did, as though he'd been there all along and had simply decided to let me see him. Large and still, his face angled down and then levelling until he found me.

I kept hanging the washing. I did not look up immediately. I smoothed a shirt along the shoulders and the whole time I could feel his eyes on me the way you feel a hand: actual pressure, starting at the back of my neck and moving.

Don't. Not yet. Finish the shirt.

He was looking at me the way he'd looked at me on Wednesday. The way he'd looked at me on my knees on his kitchen floor before he'd even touched me: total assessment, no hurry, no performance of interest because the interest itself was so absolute it didn't need performing. I could feel it in my shoulders, down the length of my spine, settling low and spreading warm and wet between my thighs in the cold October air, my body doing what his attention made it do before I'd formed a single thought about it.

I was wet. Standing in my own back garden in the cold with my husband's shirts on the line. Wet and aching and entirely aware of it, the slickness of it, the specific want that had been sitting in me since Wednesday like a door left open in a warm room.

Then I looked up.

His face through the slightly clouded glass, across the cold gap of the gardens. The expression was the same one he'd had when I'd been on my knees in front of him: not hunger, exactly, because hunger implies uncertainty and Barry had none. Just the absolute, settled look of a man who's already decided and is waiting for you to catch up.

Last time I'd looked away first. My hands had gone slightly unsteady and I'd found something very interesting to study in the fence panels until he was done, and then I'd gone back inside and stood at the kitchen counter with my heart doing something embarrassing against my ribs and told myself it didn't mean anything, which was already not quite true.

This time I held it.

One beat. Two. My thighs pressed together without me deciding to press them, my hands at my sides, not moving, not reaching for anything to do with themselves. Just me looking back at him across the washing line on a grey October Friday, steady, letting him see that I was steady, letting him see exactly what I'd come back for.

I raised my chin. Not a greeting, nothing that could be named or explained to anyone standing at the right window. Just the minimal lift of it, the smallest possible acknowledgement of a woman who has stopped pretending she's here by accident. I know exactly what I want. I know you know. I'm not going anywhere.

He looked at me for another long moment. His expression did not shift. He didn't step back, didn't turn away, didn't do anything at all except keep looking, and in Barry's language, which I had apparently become fluent in over the course of one Wednesday afternoon, that said everything it needed to.

Then he stepped back from the window, and the dim interior had him. Gone.

I let out a breath I'd been holding so long my ribs ached with it.

He'd seen me. The woman who'd walked into his flat on Wednesday with three letters and a good bra and a decision already made. He'd seen her standing in the cold in her husband's hoodie with wet knickers and steady hands, and he knew she was coming back. Not gone, not ashamed, not nearly done with him.

I finished the line. My hands were completely steady the whole time, which I noticed with something almost like satisfaction.

I picked up the empty basket. Ryan's grey work shirt was still folded at the bottom. I looked at it, then put the basket down on the path and went back inside and left the shirt in it.

I just didn't want to. That was the whole reason. I just didn't want to hang Ryan's shirt on the same line I'd been standing on when Barry looked at me like that.

"Client call at two," Ryan called from the spare room. "I'll need the kitchen quiet for about forty minutes."

"Fine," I called back. "I'll be on my laptop."

Normal Friday. Two people in a house, each in their own room, getting on with things.

I put the basket down inside the back door and stood at the counter, both hands flat on the cold laminate, looking at the door I'd just come through.

The garden was there, and the window, and beyond it, him.

Wednesday. The dark. The sounds through the wall, his breathing and mine, and the particular sound I'd made when he'd pushed into me for the first time: a sound I'd never made before and didn't have a name for, somewhere between shock and relief. I'd lain there afterwards with my hand still warm between my thighs and something had settled in me, clicked into place like a bone resetting, and it hadn't shifted since.

I want to be worth keeping. Not in the polite way. Not in the good-girl-by-default way I'd been my whole life. I wanted to go back in there and be so specific and so unashamed and so completely without hesitation that he'd remember exactly which one I was. I wanted to walk into that flat and take everything he'd give and ask for more, and when he said good girl next time I wanted to have earned it with full knowledge of what I was doing and not a trace of apology for it.

I picked up my phone. Ryan's last message: three small hearts, a promise about pastry.

Good girl.

That was all. That was the whole thing. Two words and the memory of his hand in my hair and my mouth still full of him and a feeling, not pride exactly, but something lower and more specific than pride, of having been exactly what he wanted for the first time in my life.

Last time I hadn't decided to be. Next time I was going to decide.

I put the phone face-down on the counter.

I opened my laptop and typed a reply to the landlord: the boiler report is with us, and I'll forward it this afternoon. Professional, accurate, sent.

The back window was slightly to my right from where I sat. The garden, the line, the fence, and if I angled my head far enough the dim clouded glass of his kitchen window just visible at the edge of the frame.

I did not turn my head.

Much.


5: Something on the Other Side
The Shared Wall


Seven days and not once had I gone longer than twenty minutes without thinking about it.

The weight of it, the particular stretch, the one low exhale he'd made when he'd finally pushed all the way in, the only unguarded thing he'd given me that entire afternoon. I'd catalogued all of it with the kind of attention I had never brought to anything in my life. The width of him at the base, where my fingers hadn't met. The blunt dark head. The upward curve that had found something inside me I had no name for and was in no hurry to find one.

His cock. I thought about his cock on the phone to a landlord about a boiler certificate.

I answered every question correctly. I said yes and we'll need that in writing, and I'll forward it to the tenant this afternoon, and Karen from accounts could see me through the glass partition and I looked completely normal, looked like someone processing a maintenance query, because I was; I just wasn't doing it with my whole brain. The rest of it was on the sofa. On the carpet under my knees. On the particular weight of his hand at the back of my neck, the way he'd kept me exactly where he wanted without asking, without checking, without once looking down to see if I was comfortable with it. I filed this against myself the way I always do. Took about three seconds. Then I went back to the carpet and the weight of his hand and the sound he'd made when he'd bottomed out inside me.

I drove home with the radio on and heard nothing it played.

In the shower I stood under the water and thought about the smell of his flat and my fingers moved before I'd made any conscious decision about that, sliding between my legs while the water ran hot and irrelevant, and I came in about forty seconds with my forehead pressed against the tiles and Ryan's shower gel open on the shelf smelling of nothing relevant whatsoever. I'd missed the smell of that flat. Cigarettes and something stale underneath, old food, old warmth, and then the underneath-thing, the animal thing I still couldn't properly name, the thing my body had responded to before my brain had finished forming an opinion about it. Ryan's shower gel smelled of clean cedar and cold water. I used it anyway and thought about Barry's skin.

The first few days I'd been sore. Not hurt, not torn, just stretched and used and reminded of him every time my hips shifted, every time I stood up from my chair too fast, every time I crossed my legs at my desk and felt the deep sweet ache of where he'd been. I missed it the way you miss a bruise when it finally fades; you press the spot again just to check, just to feel where it had been. I thought about the soreness in a way that should have embarrassed me. It didn't.

By midweek I'd walked to the end of the road and back twice. No plan either time. There is a ginger cat that sits on the wall of number twelve and both times it watched me stop at the corner with complete indifference, and both times I came back and let myself in and made a cup of tea I didn't drink. The kettle boiling was useful. Something to do with my hands. I knew what the walks were. I wasn't doing myself the disservice of pretending otherwise. I just wasn't saying it, not even in my own head, not in the words that would make it a thing I'd done on purpose; some admissions feel like a door you can't come back through.

Ryan suggested a weekend away on Thursday evening. He was in the kitchen doorway with his wine and he looked tired, good tired, the kind that's about a long week and nothing else, and he said somewhere nice, maybe the coast, maybe the Broads, get out of the house for a bit. He was trying. I could see him trying and it landed exactly the way kindness does when you're already somewhere it can't reach you. He could see I was somewhere else. He wanted to reach me with the tools he had, and his tools were good, and I loved him for them, and they were not enough, and I knew that, and he didn't.

I smiled and said yes and I meant it. Genuinely. Because I love him and he is kind and the suggestion was lovely, and I wanted to go, and a part of me thought maybe if I got out of the street for two days the obsession would loosen its grip a little.

That night in bed he pulled me close and I let him, held him back properly, and he moved inside me in the slow careful way he does when he's not sure where I am, and I thought about the sofa, the specific give of it under my knees, the smell of the cushions, the sound Barry made when he'd pushed into me that last inch and gone completely, terribly still, and I came so hard and so suddenly that Ryan stopped moving entirely and put his hand on my face and asked quietly if I was alright. Twice.

Yes, I said. Yes, I'm alright.

He thought he'd done something right.

He had. He just didn't know what it was.

Twice that week I'd pressed my palm flat against the shared wall in the bedroom. In the dark, just standing there, hand against the plaster, feeling for something on the other side. Warmth, maybe. Proof that something was there. I don't know how long I stood like that either time. Some things you don't pick up and examine. That's one of them.
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Filthy Arrangements

My phone lit up on the kitchen counter at half past seven. Barry's number. No name saved, because I'd been telling myself there was no need to save it, and there it was anyway, unmistakeable, three words with no punctuation the way he did everything: come round tonight.

I stared at it. From the living room came the low, repetitive sound effects of whatever Ryan was playing, the same short sequence looping. I looked at the living room door and then back at the phone. The clock in the corner of the screen read 19:31. I watched it tick over to 19:34 before I did anything at all, and what I did was pick it up.

I typed: I can't, Ryan's here. Sent it before I'd thought about what I was doing, which was, if I'm honest, the point.

His reply came back in under ten seconds. One word: Tomorrow.

Not a question, not can you do tomorrow or what about tomorrow, just the word, flat and certain, as though the answer were already established and he was simply reminding me of the arrangement.

Not my heart doing that. Lower than that, warmer than that, and I wasn't going to name it yet.

I screenshotted it and then deleted the whole conversation, his and mine, and put the phone face-down on the counter. Then I picked it back up. The screenshot was still there, small and bright: wedged in the camera roll between a photo of Ryan's pasta from last Tuesday and a picture of a radiator cover I'd sent my mum.

I put the phone in my pocket and went back in.

Ryan was on the sofa with his controller, already deep in whatever he was playing, eyes on the screen with that particular blank focus he gets when he's been at it a while. He lifted his arm without looking up, automatic as breathing, and I tucked myself under it and lay against his side.

Good girl, his arm said. Warm and uncomplicated and completely yours, all of it. Stay here.

His thumb moved against my shoulder, that same absent rhythm, and I could smell his deodorant, something clean and familiar and entirely Ryan, and somewhere lower than I wanted to think about I was wet from a three-word text and I'd been wet, off and on, for ten days. Not something I was going to examine while pressed against my husband's side. I lay there until he went to bed.

At midnight I lay looking at the ceiling while Ryan breathed beside me, slow and even, completely elsewhere. I hadn't replied, because I didn't need to; Tomorrow wasn't a question. It was a schedule. I was already on it.

I got through the next day the way you get through something you're not actually doing. Made coffee. Answered emails. Sat across the lunch table from a colleague who was telling me something about a blocked drain and thought, with absolute precision, about the weight of his hands on the backs of my thighs. Drove home. Cooked. Ate. Smiled at Ryan over dinner and said I was tired, and I was, in the same way a wound-up spring is tired.
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I pulled on my jacket and told him I was going to the corner shop. He had his headphones half on, and he turned just enough to ask about milk, so I said I'd grab some, and he smiled and turned back to his screen, and I stood there for a second looking at the back of his head before I went out.

The smell hit me before I reached his door, seeping under the frame and through the old wood and the peeling paint, and I stopped walking before I'd decided to. Cigarette smoke and skin and underneath all of it that other thing, the warm, animal, underneath-thing I had no word for and that my body had apparently been cataloguing for ten days without asking my permission. My hand came up without me directing it, already a fist, already ready.

I was wet. Properly, unavoidably wet, standing alone in a shared porch in my jacket, about to knock on my neighbour's door. I noted this with something that wasn't quite surprise and wasn't quite shame, just a kind of flat, honest acknowledgment, the way you note a fact about yourself that you've stopped being startled by.

My knuckles hadn't touched the door yet when it opened, and the full weight of the smell came out with him, warm and thick and private, and something inside me that had been clenching since Thursday finally, briefly, let go.


6: Better
Open Door Invite


Barry was already walking back into the flat before I'd cleared the threshold, leaving the door open behind him the way he always did. Not an invitation. Not even an assumption. Just the door open, and the flat beyond it, and the smell hitting me the moment I crossed into it, warm and close and already doing what it always did before I'd taken a single step.

It didn't need interpreting anymore. Three weeks ago I'd stood in this hallway and catalogued every component, named the cigarettes and the old food and the underneath-thing I couldn't name, held it all at arm's length like I could manage it if I was careful enough. Now my body just skipped straight to the end of that. Wet before my jacket was off. I noted it the way you note weather: not useful to argue about.

He'd dropped back onto the sofa, same worn centre cushion, same orange light from the screens making the room feel sealed off from everything outside. He looked at me with that flat already-decided expression and said nothing.

"Knew you'd come back."

Just a thing he'd known, now confirmed, the way a forecast comes true.

"You could've knocked," I said. "Been a bit more subtle."

"Could've not texted. You'd have found another reason."

He was right. We both knew it.

"Ryan's at home," I said, because something in me needed him to know that, needed the shape of it in the room.

He made a low sound, somewhere between a hum and something warmer. Then: "Your husband know where you are?"

"No."

He nodded once, slow, the way you nod when something you hoped was true comes through. He reached for his tobacco and rolled without looking at it, watching me instead, and I stood in the middle of his living room in my jacket with ten days of accumulated wanting sitting in my chest, coiled and ready, waiting for somewhere to go.

He looked at the floor in front of him.

I was on my knees before I'd consciously decided to move. Those two things happened in the wrong order, and I stayed on the floor because there was nowhere else I wanted to be.

He was already hard, tracksuit bottoms off, his cock right there, and from this close it still took a moment regardless, the width of it, the weight when I wrapped my hand around the base and my fingers didn't meet, the dark blunt head already slick, the upward curve I now knew was not incidental, that it mattered, that it reached things that stopped me thinking in full sentences. I held it and looked at it and my mouth watered.

I'd had ten days to prepare for this. I'd run through the mechanics of last time, what I'd managed and what I hadn't, the specific problem of the size and the specific decision to keep going anyway, run it on the commute, at my desk with a landlord on the phone, in the dark beside Ryan who slept deeply and suspected nothing. I knew what I was doing now. I'd decided.

I took him in my mouth and this time I knew what I was doing. Wide, wider than felt possible, my jaw aching with the stretch of it from the first inch, the taste of him already at the back of my tongue, salt and sweat and something darker underneath that I wasn't going to pretend I didn't want. His hand settled into my hair. Not pushing. Just there, heavy and certain, the way a hand is when the person attached to it knows that patience is the whole point.

I pressed further. Felt the gag reflex kick and breathed through it, held the position, spit thickening at the corners of my mouth, eyes starting to water, and I stayed because I'd decided to stay. Last time I'd retreated. Not now.

"Better."

One word, from above, flat as a statement of fact, and it went straight through me. Low and central, settling there like something earned. Better meant he'd noticed the difference. Better, from Barry Doyle, was the best thing anyone had said to me in weeks.

I pulled back slowly, catching my breath, and wrapped both hands around him properly. One at the base, one higher. My fingers didn't meet on either hand. I stared at the space between them and thought about Ryan's cock, which I could circle completely with one hand and have fingers overlapping. The comparison arrived unbidden and I didn't push it away.

This is what I need now. This exact thing. Nothing else will do.

I ran my tongue along the underside, base to tip, tasting the salt-sweat concentrated there where his thighs met, where the smell was strongest. I breathed it in. My cunt clenched. I took his balls into my mouth, one at a time, heavy and full and hanging low, and I thought about how much cum they were holding, how much he was going to give me, and I made a sound against them that wasn't small.

His hand tightened in my hair.

I worked him properly then, finding the angle, using my tongue the way he'd shown me last time, slow at the base and pressure at the tip, building it, spit running down my chin now, his thighs shifting once under my hands, and then the hand in my hair went very still and his cock pulsed and he came, sudden and heavy, and I swallowed every bit of it because I wanted to, because I'd decided to want it. The warmth of it, the weight, the taste flooding the back of my throat, and I took it all and I didn't move until he was completely done.

"Good girl."

Low. Finished. Landing where it always landed. I didn't need it to mean anything. It meant everything anyway, and I'd stopped pretending otherwise somewhere around the second visit.

He moved me up without ceremony, hands gripping my upper arms, repositioning me the way you'd reposition something you wanted in a specific place, the specific place being kneeling on the sofa with my hands on the back of it, facing the wall.

The wall I shared with Ryan.

I looked at it for one second and then I stopped thinking about that.

"Don't move your hands."

I didn't move them.

He undressed me from behind, unhurried, my jeans pushed down and off, my knickers going with them, and then he just stopped and looked. I could feel it before his hands moved, that particular quality of his attention: no commentary, no performance, no you're so beautiful, just a man looking at what he'd got and making his assessment. His breath came out slowly through his nose. Approval. I knew the sound of it by now.

His fingers came round to my clit, and I dropped my head and made a sound into the back of the sofa. Rough fingers, certain fingers, the kind that don't ask what you want but already know, working in short deliberate circles that had me clenching around nothing inside thirty seconds.

"Soaking," he said, like a weather report.

His fingers moved lower, checking, and I made a sound that had no word in it at all.

Then his cock. The blunt head at my entrance and the first impossible stretch of it, that initial resistance, except this time I knew what it became, and so instead of holding still I pressed back, just slightly, and he made the low sound and pushed forward and I was wet enough that he went further than last time before my body caught up and realised how much it was being asked to hold.

The stretch. Open and open and open, my cunt gripping him and adjusting and gripping again, slick enough that I could hear it, the wet obscene sound of him going in, the smell of me rising up between us, sweat and sex and something sharper that was just want, pure and animal, and his gut against my back and his thighs solid behind mine and both hands on my hips with the particular authority of someone who has no intention of letting go.

Fully seated. Meaning there was no more of him to take, and every inch of what there was occupied something in me that had been waiting for exactly this without my knowing it existed. He didn't move at first. Just held me there on the full length of him and let me get used to it. I didn't want to get used to it. I wanted to stay on the edge of not-used-to-it forever.

He moved and I heard myself make a sound from somewhere I didn't usually have access to.

The depth from this angle was a different thing from what I'd had last time. He reached something deep on each thrust that made my vision go briefly simple, pressure radiating through my whole lower half and up my spine, and I held the back of the sofa with my knuckles whitening because he'd told me not to move my hands and I was not going to move my hands.

His breathing changed. Heavier. Laboured. He was a big man, and he was working now and the sound of it, the particular rough pull of his breath, was its own kind of language. Something hot landed on my back, between my shoulder blades. Then again. His sweat, dripping off him onto me, warm and sharp with the smell of cigarettes and salt and him.

I arched slightly, felt another drop land on the back of my neck, slide forward. It reached the corner of my mouth. I licked it. Tasted it. Salt and tobacco and skin. My cunt clenched hard around him and he grunted, low and approving, and kept going.

He leaned forward, his weight pressing me down slightly, his gut heavy against my lower back, and I felt something wet land on my shoulder. Not sweat this time. Heavier. His drool, running from his open mouth as he breathed hard above me, landing on my skin and sliding. It reached my collarbone. I turned my face, caught it on my cheek, licked my own lips where it had touched them.

I should be disgusted. I should pull away. I want more of it.

I pressed my forehead against the wall. The shared wall. The wall between Barry's flat and mine. I could hear something, faintly, on the other side. The television. A quiz show, maybe. Ryan was right there. Ten feet away through plaster and brick, sitting on our sofa, probably in his joggers, probably on his phone, and I was here with another man's cock buried in me so deep I could feel it in my stomach.

If he walked round. If he knocked on the door. If Barry opened it and Ryan saw me like this, on my knees, hands white-knuckled on the sofa back, covered in sweat that wasn't mine, would I stop?

No. I wouldn't stop. I wouldn't even slow down. I might want him to see. I might want him to understand what he's not enough for anymore.

His fingers came back to my clit and the coordination of it, his cock deep and rhythmic and his rough fingers circling from the front, was almost more than I could stay coherent through.

Barry.

Out loud. In his flat. The shared wall right there in front of me, and I said it anyway because there was nothing else in my mouth and I was going to come whether I said his name or not, so I said it.

Louder than I needed to. Louder than I'd ever been in my own bed with Ryan. Testing it. Wanting to be heard through that wall. Wanting Ryan to sit up on the sofa and cock his head and wonder what that sound was and where it was coming from and know, somewhere he wouldn't admit to himself, exactly where it was coming from.

He said nothing. Kept the pace, kept the pressure, and I came with my hands white-knuckled on the sofa back and my thighs shaking and my cunt clenching hard around him, the orgasm rolling through me in waves I couldn't control and didn't try to, and he didn't slow down, didn't ease off, just kept going while I shook and gasped and leaked all over him, kept going until the last of it had finished using me up.

On one of the screens, something caught my eye. A woman on her knees, an angle I now understood from the inside. I looked at it for a half second: yes, exactly that. Then I looked back at the wall.

He withdrew and stood. Went to the kitchen. Came back with two glasses of water and handed me one, not asking, and I straightened and took it and drank, my hands not quite steady, the smell of sex still thick in the air between us, my inner thighs slick and cooling.

He sat back down on the sofa and looked at me. "Going to need you to do something for me."

He told me. One sentence. Plainly, the way he said everything, no softening, no negotiation.

A laugh came out of me, involuntary and slightly breathless, because three weeks ago I had been making tea in my kitchen and now I was standing here, undressed from the waist down, still catching my breath, and the thing he'd just described was not a thing I had ever done or seriously imagined doing.

He didn't repeat himself. He just waited.

I already knew I was going to. The laugh was real, but it was also the last little performance of the woman who'd arrived here three weeks ago with someone's post and a very convincing story about just being neighbourly. She'd lasted longer than I expected. Now I crossed the room and got back on my knees and put my mouth on him.

Not his cock. Lower. That.

The smell of him from there was different, deeper, musk and heat and something raw and entirely without pretence, and I pressed my face into it and used my tongue and the sound he made, the first truly unguarded sound I'd ever heard from him, short and stripped of its usual control, went through me like current. That was mine. He hadn't meant to make it. He made it anyway. I worked harder for the next one and got it, felt it in the hand still resting in my hair, a tremor he couldn't quite hold back.

The wrongness of it and the intimacy of it were the same thing. No performance. No version of myself held in reserve.

"Good girl." A pause, longer than usual, warmer. "Knew you would."

I had absolutely no idea I was capable of this. I was furious, genuinely furious, at how long it had taken someone to show me.

He told me what was coming next. Just stated it, plainly, the way he said everything, and I went back to my knees because he directed me there and because I wanted what was coming, had thought about it since the last time with a specificity that should have embarrassed me. It didn't.

I stayed on my knees. Looked up at him. He was standing over me, cock in his hand, still hard, still thick, and I opened my mouth without being told.

"Please," I said. "I want it. I want all of it. Cover me."

His hand moved. Slow, deliberate. His eyes on me the whole time. I kept my mouth open. Kept my eyes on his.

The first stripe of it hit my cheek, hot, far more volume than I expected, and I gasped. Then he angled and the next stripe covered my lips and ran into my open mouth, thick and salt-bitter on my tongue, and there was more, more than seemed possible, more than I'd ever seen from Ryan in six months of marriage, landing across my chin and my throat and dripping, heavy ropes of it, stripe after stripe, and I swallowed what had gone in and opened my mouth again, wider, wanting more, catching what I could, the taste of him flooding everything, warm and thick and abundant.

Those balls. Those heavy, full balls. This is what they promised. This is what I wanted.

Another stripe across my forehead, my nose. I didn't close my eyes. I wanted to see him. Wanted him to see me taking it. He kept going, his hand working the last of it out, and it dripped from my jaw, my chin, ran down my throat. I made a sound that wasn't small and wasn't careful, just raw and open, because yes, this, specifically this, and I meant it completely.

He looked down at me the whole time. That same expression: present, watching, entirely satisfied. Not performing it. Just looking. I held his gaze and I did not look away.

His thumb came across my cheek, slow, spreading what was there, the pad of it moving from my cheekbone down to the corner of my mouth. Pressing it in. Like leaving a mark on something he'd decided to keep.

That undid me more than anything else had.

"Done well."

The highest register of praise he had. I knelt on his carpet with his cum cooling on my face and my thighs still slightly shaking and I accepted it, and beneath everything else, beneath the want and the wrongness and the particular filth of exactly what had just happened, something settled into place. Like I'd finally been seen for the right thing. Like someone had looked at what I actually was and found it correct.

I stayed there. On the floor, on my knees, covered in him. I looked down at myself: cum on my face, running down my throat, across my chest where it had dripped. My thighs slick with my own wetness and his spit and the residue of everything we'd done. The smell of sex thick in the air, soaked into the carpet, into me.

I have never been this filthy in my life. I am covered in him. Marked. Claimed. This is who I am now.

I thought about Ryan's cock. Average length, average width, perfectly serviceable. The cock of a kind, gentle man who loved me and had never once made me feel like this.

It will never be enough again. I know that now. And I don't care.

His bathroom smelled of him. Cheap soap and underneath it that same thing that hit me in the hallway, fainter here but present. I stood over the spotted basin and looked at myself in the mirror.

Jaw reddened from his stubble. Lips swollen. Skin still flushed from the throat down. His cum had been across my cheek and I'd wiped most of it away but there was a smear at the corner of my jaw I'd missed, dried slightly, the skin there tight. My hair was wrecked. I looked used in the most literal sense of the word.

I recognised her completely. I had no idea when she'd arrived, but she'd been here the whole time.

I put my jacket on in the hallway. Barry was already back on the sofa, rolling tobacco, the screens doing their low murmur, everything returned to its default state as though I were simply a thing that had happened in the room and the room had resumed around it.

I said I'd see him.

He looked up, not at me exactly, just in my direction, the way you look when someone says a thing you already knew. Then back to his roll-up.

I stepped out into the shared porch and pulled his door shut and stood for a moment in the cold and the dark. My legs were unsteady in a way I'd have to manage before I opened my own front door. I breathed in the cold air, which smelled of nothing at all, which was the porch's only flaw.

Ryan would ask about the milk.

I'd forgotten the milk.

I walked back out to the corner shop and stood under the fluorescent light at the till and looked at my reflection in the dark window opposite. Hair still wrecked. The smear at my jaw mostly gone now but I knew it had been there. The woman behind the counter counted out my change and I held my hand out for it and stood there thinking about his thumb pressing across my cheek, the weight of it, the deliberateness of it, and then I thought about the sound he'd made, the one he hadn't planned on making.

I'm going to get that out of him again.

I took my change. I went home.
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The Mark Doesn't Wash Off

The bathroom mirror was small and spotted at the corners, the kind that shows you the truth because it doesn't have the courtesy to flatter. I stood in front of it.

My jaw was red. Not the faint pink of friction but proper redness, raised and warm when I touched it, spreading from my cheekbone down to my chin on the left side where his stubble had worked against my skin. My lips were swollen, the bottom one tender when I pressed my tongue against it. My hair was wrecked, the ponytail I'd left the house with now a pulled-apart thing sitting sideways at the back of my head. Between my legs there was a slow, deep ache, the kind that sits in the muscle, the kind you feel when you sit down wrong on the stairs and know immediately that tomorrow is going to remind you. Good, that same part of me thought, before I'd finished thinking it.

My face had that quality I'd clocked on the woman in the black dress that Saturday morning, the one I hadn't had a word for until now. Not ashamed. Full. I looked at myself in his spotted mirror and I was the same thing. Settled. A face that had been somewhere it intended to go.

His soap was on the basin, a white bar worn down to a thin oval, the kind that comes in a multipack and costs next to nothing. I used it. The smell of it was his smell, or close enough, the clean surface version of what lived in every wall and surface of this flat. I stood there and washed my face and breathed him in off my own wet hands and he was still all over me, between my legs and in my throat and stinging very faintly on the inside of my thighs where he'd held me, and I noted this, and didn't comment on it, not even to myself.

The towel on the rail was his. Of course it was. I pressed my face into the rough cotton and when I lowered it my jaw was still red, the mark of him still sitting there, unhurried and completely unmoved by soap and water. Good, that part of me said again. It was getting louder.

I straightened my hair, pulled my jacket straight, ran a thumb under each eye. The jaw would stay red until morning. Couldn't be bothered, honestly.

The hallway, the front door, and out into the porch, cold and close, smelling of him from the warm air still leaking around the frame. I pulled his door shut behind me and stood for a moment in the dark. My legs were doing that thing where they weren't quite sure they remembered their job. I gave them a second.

Then my key in my own lock.

Our hallway smelled of the diffuser I'd put on the side table the first week we moved in, cedar and something citrus, clean and deliberate and entirely ours. The contrast hit me every time now, both ways: his flat when I stepped in, our flat when I came back. Two different climates. Two different versions of the same evening. I stood in our hall and breathed ours and thought: this is what you do now, and the thought had no particular feeling attached to it.

The living room: Ryan on the sofa, headphones around his neck, the blue light of his screen on his face, some game paused mid-moment. He looked up.

"Good shop?"

"Just milk." I lifted the bottle. "Forgot what else I was going for."

He looked at me, not accusingly, just the way you look at something that doesn't quite add up. His eyes went to my jaw, then back to my face, then to the milk.

"Alright?" he said.

"Tired. Early night I think."

He nodded and looked back at his screen. His thumb moved on the controller.

I went upstairs.

Our bedroom was dark and cool, curtains drawn, Ryan's charger coiled neatly on his bedside table. I lay down on top of the duvet without undressing, on my side, facing the wall. I brought my hand up and pressed my fingers gently against the redness on my jaw. Still warm, tender when I pressed in, entirely and unmistakably his. The ache between my legs had settled into something quieter now but it was still there, a low specific weight, and I was aware of it the way you're aware of a bruise, not unpleasantly.

Not guilt. Not quite happiness either. Just full, the way you feel when something has settled and you're not going to argue with it.

I lay in the dark and listened to the sound of Ryan's game through the floor below me and thought about Barry's hands and the particular way he looks at you when you're doing exactly what he wants, like it's the only reasonable outcome and he always knew it. He'd known before I did. That was the part that I'd never quite got past: he'd known before I did, and he'd waited, without patience being any sort of effort for him, until I caught up.

I'd been so certain I wasn't going to.

His game went on for a while. I heard the specific sounds of it, the low music of it, muffled through the ceiling. Then quiet. Then the stairs.

The particular rhythm of Ryan on the stairs: I know it the way you know someone's footsteps without thinking about them, the second step that always creaks slightly, the pause on the landing. The soft careful sounds of him undressing in the dark, not wanting to wake me. The duvet lifted. The mattress shifted and settled.

I kept my breathing even.

Silence.

Then, quietly, into the dark: "Where did you actually go?"

I kept my breathing even.

"I told you. Corner shop."

Silence, long enough that I thought he'd left it.

"Okay," he said.

Neither of us slept. I lay there with the smell of his soap still faint on my hands and Ryan's warmth at my back and the mark of Barry's stubble cooling slowly on my jaw, and I thought: this is what I am now. Not a question. Just a fact, like the dark, like the smell of the diffuser on the landing, like the particular way the mattress dips on his side. Just a fact I was getting used to being.


7: Overwhelming


The television was on. Neither of us was watching it.

We'd eaten pasta again, barely spoken over it, and the plates were still on the coffee table because we hadn't got round to moving them. Ryan had his feet up, mug in hand, and I was curled at the other end of the sofa with a cushion against my chest, and it looked, from the outside, like any ordinary Thursday evening in any ordinary marriage. The television murmured. Someone on it was explaining something about property prices.

I had been thinking about Barry's cock since approximately half past two.

"Have you seen him around much?" Ryan said. "The neighbour."

He was stirring his tea. There was nothing to stir. He'd drunk most of it ten minutes ago.

"In passing," I said.

He nodded, eyes on the television.

A pause. The property programme moved on to somewhere in Suffolk. Rain on a cottage window. A couple looking pleased with themselves.

"That woman," Ryan said. "The first morning. Coming out of his flat."

"I remember."

"Do you think she goes there a lot? Like, regularly?"

I looked at my husband's face. He was watching the television with the careful attention of someone who was not watching the television at all. I had worn that expression for two weeks. I knew exactly what it cost to hold, that particular blankness: the managed surface over the thing underneath that wouldn't stop moving.

"Probably," I said.

He nodded slowly. The teaspoon clicked against the rim of his mug. Once, twice.

"What do you think he's like," Ryan said, and he paused, not quite long enough, "with someone."

There it was. Right there between us, between the sofa cushions and the cooling pasta plates and the ordinary Thursday evening we were both pretending to inhabit. Not on the television. Just there, in the room, where we both had to look at it.

I looked at it. Said it.

"Overwhelming."

Ryan's jaw moved, a small shift, barely visible, the particular shift of a man absorbing more than the single word he'd been given. He didn't ask me to clarify. He didn't look at me. He nodded once, deliberate, the nod of a man who'd already worked it out and was just waiting for confirmation, and then he set his mug down on the coffee table and said he'd make fresh tea.

He got up and went to the kitchen without looking at me.

He already knew. That was the thing. He hadn't asked me to clarify because he didn't need to. We were going somewhere together, both of us, and neither of us was going to be the one to stop it.

He came back with two mugs, mine made without asking because after three years he already knew, and we watched the rest of the property programme and then the news, and neither of us said anything else. The word hung in the room the way cigarette smoke hangs in curtains: not visible, entirely present, worked into the fabric of the evening and not coming out.

We went to bed at half ten. I climbed the stairs with the word still on me, still warm, and the low specific ache of wanting Barry's cock sitting alongside the awareness that my husband had just, very quietly, asked me to tell him about it.

Both things true at once. That was going to take some getting used to.

He reached for me differently.

The quality of his hands first, before anything else, the places they went that they didn't usually go, more certain, more deliberate, a firmness to the grip that was new and slightly searching, like a man finding his way toward something he'd only recently decided he had permission to want.

His voice, when he spoke, was rough at the edges in a way I hadn't heard before.

“Tell me,” His mouth at my ear, breath already uneven. "Tell me what it feels like."

He'd never talked like that before. It came out uncertain at the edges, like a man reading from a page he'd written in secret and wasn't sure he should show anyone, reaching for something just past the boundary of who he'd been with me. But he was reaching. His hands were certain where his voice wasn't, grip harder than I was used to, pressing me down into the mattress, and the weight of him was almost enough on its own.

Almost.

"Tell me."

And there it was. The thing we hadn't said all evening, finally out in the dark where it could breathe.

I told him. Not everything; not the full specific weight of it, not what I'd sounded like with my face pressed into Barry's sofa cushion, not the exact way he'd split me open and held me there. But enough. His name, said plainly in the dark of our bedroom. The size of him. What it did to me. The fact that I'd gone back.

Ryan made a sound I had never heard from him before, low and ragged, dragged out of somewhere private, and his grip on my hip tightened to the point of leaving marks, and I felt the change in him, the shift from tentative to urgent, his rhythm harder, less considered.

Oh.

I came before I was ready for it. The orgasm cracked through me sharp and sudden, cunt clenching, hips grinding up against him, chasing the friction, and I made a sound that came from somewhere I hadn't known was available to me with Ryan, something raw and unguarded, and he didn't slow down, he pushed harder, chasing it with me, his breath gone rough and broken.

I was thinking about Barry's cock. I won't pretend otherwise. I was full of my husband and thinking about our neighbour's cock and I came so hard my thighs shook. Both things true. I'm telling you what happened.

Ryan didn't mention it. He didn't say you came fast or what were you thinking about or anything that would require either of us to be honest in the light. He just kept going, and when he came he pressed his face into my shoulder and went very quiet, the specific silence of a man arriving somewhere he'd been heading for a while, and that silence was more intimate than anything he could have said.

Afterward we were both very still.

Neither of us slept immediately.

Through the wall, Barry's flat was quiet. I was grateful for that, at least. I wasn't sure I could have held myself together if I'd heard him moving on the other side.
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Saturday morning was grey and close, the sky the particular flat white of an English October that can't decide whether to rain. I went out to hang washing before Ryan was properly awake, the basket balanced on my hip, the garden damp underfoot and smelling of wet concrete and leaf mulch, my breath coming small and white in the cold air.

I was on the second pillowcase when my body knew before I did.

The back of my neck. That particular tightening. Like a signal.

He was at his kitchen window, just standing there the way he occupied spaces: solidly, without requiring your permission to notice him. The bulk of his shoulders against the pale grey of the morning, the specific darkness of him in the dim interior. He was looking out. He saw me.

I didn't look away.

My pulse went. A solid thud of it, right between my legs, which had absolutely nothing to do with hanging washing. My knickers were already damp, and the cold air made no difference at all.

We held it across the small strip of garden between us, the fence, the strip of his concrete and mine, the grey October morning sitting quiet around both of us. His face was unreadable, as it always was, entirely without performance. He was simply looking and I was looking back, the wet pillowcase going cold in my hands, my heart going at a rate that made standing still feel like an achievement.

I nodded toward the house, just slightly, toward the back door and Ryan somewhere inside it.

Something shifted in Barry's expression. Not quite a question. Something adjacent to one, a fractional movement around the eyes that on his face constituted full enquiry.

I held up two fingers. Two days, and my hands were steady as houses.

Which was the strangest thing. Because I was soaking through my knickers on a cold Saturday morning in October, signalling to my neighbour across the back fence with my husband ten feet behind me in the kitchen, and there wasn't a tremor in me. That was the part that should have frightened me and didn't. Past the point, then, where my body bothered to perform uncertainty.

Barry looked at me for another moment, long and unhurried, the way he looked at everything he'd decided he wanted, and then he stepped back from the window and disappeared into the interior of his flat, and I was left with the washing and the grey sky and a warmth sitting low in my belly that the October cold wasn't touching.

I finished the washing. I went inside.

Ryan was on the stairs with his coffee, halfway up, heading back to his desk.

"Who were you waving to?"

"Just the neighbour," I said. "Being polite."

Ryan looked at me for a half-second longer than the answer required. Then he nodded and carried his coffee upstairs and I heard his chair creak as he sat down at his desk, the familiar sound of his working morning resuming around him.

I sat at the kitchen table.

Through the ceiling: the faint sound of Ryan's keyboard. Through the wall: nothing. Barry's flat quiet and warm and entirely itself, and the smell of it something I could conjure now without trying, that specific underneath-warmth of him that I was fairly sure was going to follow me around for the rest of my life. I wrapped both hands around my mug and looked at the wall and thought about Monday. I'd set the terms. Barry had held my gaze and stepped back from the window and that was enough; that was Barry's version of yes, and I knew it the way I was beginning to know everything about him: without room for misreading.

Ryan came downstairs at half nine to make eggs. I watched him move around our kitchen, comfortable and entirely himself, the easy familiarity of a man in his own home, and I loved him the same way I always had: ordinarily, without drama, the way you love something that has become part of the architecture of your life. Not less. Not differently. Just alongside.

He wasn't going to leave. I could see it in the question he'd asked in the dark, in the specific new roughness of his hands, in the way he'd looked at the stairs this morning and not quite asked anything. Something in him was bending toward this, slowly, without quite knowing what it was yet, the way a plant bends toward light it can't see but can somehow feel. He'd get there. I was fairly certain we both would.

I thought about Barry's flat with three people in it, and underneath that, running quieter and more certain: Monday.

Ryan put a plate in front of me and sat down across the table and smiled at me, and I smiled back, and we ate eggs together in our kitchen on a Saturday morning, and it was, in every visible way, a perfectly ordinary beginning to a weekend.


8: Three Holes, Two Men, One Tuesday


Itold Ryan over two evenings. Not all at once. In pieces, the way you dismantle something carefully so the parts don't break.

The first evening I told him about the post. About changing my top. About going in. I watched his face whilst I talked and his face did something I hadn't anticipated: it didn't close. It opened. Slowly, the way a room opens when someone draws back a curtain, light coming in at an angle that makes everything look different from how it looked before.

He asked physical questions. Specific ones. How big, exactly. Massive, I told him. What it felt like the first time. Whether I'd been frightened. I answered each one and watched the answers go into him like water into dry ground, absorbed completely, leaving no puddle on the surface.

The second evening I told him the rest. Barry's text. The corner shop. What I did in his bathroom on the way out, and what I saw in the mirror when I did it. Ryan sat very still through all of this, his mug going cold between his hands, and when I finished he was quiet for a long time.

Then he said, carefully, that he thought he should meet Barry properly.

I let him suggest it. I didn't help him toward it. I sat across from him on our sofa in our living room and let him find his own way there, because it mattered that it was his. Not mine. His.
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Barry opened the door on a Tuesday evening and looked at Ryan for three full seconds. The look wasn't hostile. It wasn't anything so legible as hostile. That bouncer's look. The one that sizes you up in three seconds flat, decides what you are, moves on.

Then he pointed at the sofa.

"Sit there."

Ryan sat. Immediately. No argument, no male posturing, no performance of any kind. He just sat where Barry pointed.

Something in my chest unwound. We were going to be alright.

The flat reeks of him. Sweat and smoke and that underneath-smell, the one my body knows before my brain catches up. My cunt clenches the second I walk through the door. Pavlovian. Inevitable.

Barry is already on the sofa when I cross the room and drop to my knees in front of him. Familiar carpet under my shins. Familiar warm dark of the room around me.

Ryan is on the end of the sofa. Eight feet away. Fully dressed, hands on his knees, very still.

I'm aware of him. Heat source. Can't ignore it. But I keep my focus forward.

Barry's cock is already out, already half hard, resting heavy against his thigh. I look at it the way I always look at it: measuring, cataloguing. The base as wide as my closed fist. I measured it the first time without deciding to. My hands remember before they touch him.

I'm soaking. Already soaking.

Ryan is watching. I can feel his eyes on me like a second pair of hands. I want him to see this. I want him to understand exactly what I do for this cock, what I've been doing, what I intend to keep doing. I want him to see me here on my knees on this carpet and understand that this is not something that happened to me. This is something I chose. Am choosing. Will keep choosing.

I wrap my hand around Barry's cock and lean forward. My tongue touches him first, a slow lick across the head, tasting the pre-cum already beading there. Salty. Then my lips. Then I open my mouth and take him in.

Barry looks over my head at Ryan.

"She's been thinking about this all week." His voice is exactly as it always is: flat, unhurried, a man stating facts he finds unremarkable. "Look at her. Gagging for it."

I hear Ryan make a sound. Not a word. Something lower than a word, something that comes from somewhere he doesn't usually let sounds come from.

"Didn't say you could make noise." Barry doesn't look at him. His hand settles into my hair, not forcing, just present. Orienting weight. "Sit there. Watch."

Ryan shifts on the sofa. I don't look but I know he's hard.

I take Barry deeper. This is not Chapter 3. Not the first time with its overwhelmed, managing quality, the sense of trying to contain something too large for the available space. I've practised this. In my mind if not always in the flesh. I've rehearsed every detail, learned what he responds to and where and at what pace. My throat opens around him, my jaw wide, saliva collecting and spilling down my chin. I use all of it. The wet and the warmth and the deliberate slow drag of my tongue along the underside as I pull back.

"Your wife's got a filthy mouth on her when she wants something." He still isn't looking at Ryan. He is looking down at me. "Don't you, Jade."

Not a question. I make a sound around him, affirmative and muffled, and feel his hand tighten slightly in my hair.

"That's it. Slower. Let me feel your throat."

I slow. I let my throat work around him. My eyes stream. Not from distress. Just from the body's honest response to being this full. I don't stop. I keep the pace he's set. Above me I hear his breath shift, the very slight change in it that I've learned to chase.

"Good girl." Flat and settled. A verdict. "Knew you'd get better at it."

The two words land in the room and I feel, in my peripheral vision, what they do to Ryan. His hands clench on his knees. His breath goes audible. Something surges in me. Satisfaction and hunger. Acute. Almost pain.

Barry pulls me off him. A thick strand of saliva connects my mouth to his cock for a moment before it breaks. I'm gasping, my jaw aching, my lips swollen, kneeling on his carpet with tears drying on my face.

I have never felt more completely myself.

Barry looks at Ryan.

"She do that for you?"

Ryan's voice, when it comes, is quiet. Wrecked already, and we've barely started. "No."

Barry nods. Exactly what he expected.

"She does it for me though." He tilts my chin up with two fingers. "Don't you, Jade."

"Yes," I say. My voice is hoarse. "Anything."

Barry looks at me for a moment. Then: "Strip."

I stand. I'm in the middle of the room, between the sofa where Ryan sits and the chair where Barry is. I undress with both of them watching. I am not performing. I am simply taking my clothes off, each item placed on the arm of the nearest chair. By the time I'm done I'm naked in the dim orange light of this room and both men are looking at me.

They're both looking. Ryan's look: familiar, hungry, a little desperate. Barry's look: ownership.

The difference in how they look is everything.

Ryan is staring. His hand has moved to his lap.

Barry looks at Ryan.

"Go on then. Get your cock out if you're going to."

Ryan hesitates. A single breath of hesitation, and then Barry's silence fills it and Ryan unzips. His cock is hard. Familiar. The cock I have known for three years and loved well enough. Ordinary and adequate and nothing like what I have been on my knees in front of for the past four minutes.

I look at it, and I feel something. Something I hadn't expected to feel in quite this form: a tenderness for him that is tangled with something else, something that sits lower and darker. Heat between my legs. The contrast itself has put it there.

I looked at my husband's cock and I felt for him. For both of us. Because it was never going to be enough again and we both already knew it. Had both known it for some time. And here we were in Barry's flat on a Tuesday with the television on mute, and the knowing was, finally, out in the open where it belonged.

Barry pulls me back down to my knees and this time is rougher. His hand in my hair and his cock at my throat and he gives me three seconds to adjust before he pushes deeper, past the point I reached before. His cock hits the back of my throat, and I gag, eyes streaming, and he holds me there for a beat, one full second of breathless, blinding fullness, before pulling back.

"Breathe through your nose. You can take more."

I breathe through my nose. I take more. From the sofa I hear Ryan's breathing, fast and shallow, the breathing of a man watching something he cannot look away from and cannot process.

Barry stands. He pulls me up with him, his hands sure and unhurried, and positions me on all fours on the floor between the sofa and his chair, angled so that Ryan has a clear sightline to my face.

"Watch her face." To Ryan, still in that same flat voice. "You'll want to see this."

His hands find my hips. The grip I know. The one that leaves the ghost of fingerprints for a day and a half. The blunt head of his cock pressing against my entrance.

I'm soaking. I'm always soaking for him.

"Oh fuck," I breathe, and he hasn't even moved yet. "Oh fuck, Barry."

He pushes in. Inch by deliberate inch. The stretch builds from manageable to impossible to something my body has, over weeks, learned to convert. Impossible becomes fullness. A fullness I'll chase the rest of my life. I cry out, loud and unguarded, and he doesn't slow. He keeps pushing until he is completely inside me, his gut pressed against my arse, his thighs against the backs of mine. I'm full of him. Completely full. My hands fisting on the carpet.

"Good girl," he says. "Take it all."

From the sofa I hear Ryan, the very specific sound of his hand moving on his cock, and I look up through the fall of my hair and find his face. What I see there breaks something open in me: slack and undone, his eyes fixed on where Barry's cock disappears inside me, his hand moving slow and mesmerised.

I wanted him to see me like this. Had wanted it since the first time I stood in that porch and breathed in. I wanted my husband to know exactly what I'd become, what I'd been becoming, what I apparently always was underneath everything else.

Barry thrusts. Not gently. Deep and deliberate, pulling almost entirely out before driving back in. The sound it makes. The wet sound of him inside me. It fills the room. My mouth falls open. Sounds pour out of me that I don't choose, that I couldn't moderate if I tried. I've stopped trying.

"Hear that?" To Ryan, his rhythm not breaking. "That's what your wife sounds like when she's properly fucked."

Ryan says nothing. He's wanking openly, watching, his face doing something I have no word for.

The orgasm builds. No warning. The stretch, the depth, Ryan's ragged breathing, my husband watching whilst Barry fucks me apart. It slams into me.

"Don't stop," I hear myself saying, my voice high and barely mine. "Don't you dare stop. Fuck, Barry, I'm coming, I'm—"

He doesn't stop. He fucks me harder through it, his breathing getting heavier, his gut pressing against my arse with every thrust, and I come apart on his carpet with my husband watching. I'm loud. Very loud. The thin walls and the quiet street outside and I'm completely past caring about any of it.

Barry withdraws. The sudden absence of him makes me whimper, a sound I have no dignity left to be embarrassed by. He manoeuvres me onto my back, spreading my legs, and kneels between them.

"Come here." To Ryan. "Closer."

Ryan stands. He moves closer, his cock still in his hand, his eyes moving between my face and my body and the wet evidence of what Barry's cock has just done to me. He stops two feet away.

Barry tells Ryan where to put his hands. On my breasts, squeezing. Ryan's hands, warm and familiar, land on my body. The contrast of them. Gentle and known against skin that is flushed and marked and thoroughly Barry's. I arch up into them.

"There. Hold her there."

Barry pushes back inside me, and my eyes go back in my head.

Ryan's hands and Barry's cock and I can't—I can't process it—all of it at once—my husband's familiar touch and this brutal filling cock and the heat of both simultaneously.

Barry is rougher now, the rhythm punishing. I'm making sounds I've never made before. Lower than anything I knew I had. Less than human.

"Your wife's a dirty slag, mate." Barry's breathing is audible now, the exertion of him, his bulk working behind every thrust. "Look at her."

Ryan's voice, when it comes, is nothing I've heard before. Wrecked. Certain. Nothing managed. "Yeah. She is."

I hear my husband call me a dirty slag. Agreeing with Barry. I come. Immediately. A second orgasm ripping through me before the first even finishes. Sobbing, incoherent, shaking under both their hands.

"Fuck," I hear myself. "Fuck. Oh god. Barry. I can't. I can't. Don't stop."

He doesn't stop. He grinds into me, pressing deep. I feel him everywhere. Past my belly, behind my navel. His cock rearranging me from the inside. I want more. I want everything. I want him to take whatever is left.

Barry slows. His breathing is genuinely ragged now, sweat on his forehead, the exertion of his bulk showing. He's out of shape. Has always been out of shape. It has never mattered. Doesn't now. But the slight slowing gives me a breath of space in which I find a thought.

"Let me." My voice is barely a voice. "Let me ride you. I want more. I'm not done."

Barry looks at me. Something moves in his face. The closest thing to approval I will ever get from him. He slides out and moves to the sofa, sitting back, legs apart. His cock soaked with me and still brutally hard.

"Go on then. Show him what you do for it."

I climb onto him. Take him in my hand, position him, and sink down.

The angle is different from above. Deeper. I feel him in places I didn't know could be reached and I gasp, my hands on his shoulders, finding my balance. Then I move.

I ride him. Not for his benefit. Not only. I'm chasing my own pleasure now, working his cock exactly the way I need it. My hips rolling, my thighs burning, taking every inch of him on every downstroke and pulling nearly off him on every up. Ryan is standing to the side, his hand moving on himself, his eyes fixed on where I'm taking Barry's cock. I look at my husband's face.

Magnificent. That's the word. Filthy, marked, sweat-damp. Magnificent.

"Fuck." The word punches out of me on a downstroke. "Your cock. I need your cock. I need it all the time."

Barry's hands on my hips. Not directing now. Just holding, steadying my rhythm. His expression: that settled, slightly flat satisfaction, watching me work. "That's it. Fuck yourself on it. Good girl."

He pulls me down, my chest against his broad sweating chest, and his mouth finds mine. Not gentle. His tongue in my mouth and his stubble scraping across my already-reddened jaw. I taste cigarettes and something underneath them that is simply him. The irreducible animal fact of him. I kiss him back with everything I have, still moving on his cock, riding him from below with his mouth on mine. Across the room Ryan makes a sound that I will hear in my sleep for years.

Barry breaks the kiss. His breathing is rough against my face.

"Lick it."

I don't ask what. I know what. I shift my angle, reach behind myself, spit on my fingers, and find his balls. Heavy and full. I roll them in my palm.

"Not there. Higher."

My heart pounds. I understand. I shift off his cock. The loss of him makes me dizzy. I kneel between his legs and lean down.

I lick between his arse cheeks, finding him, my tongue circling and pressing. He makes a sound he did not intend to make: low, rough, almost a grunt, cut short as though he caught it half a second too late. I catalogue it. File it. Mine.

From across the room Ryan makes a strangled sound that might be disbelief and might be something else.

I was licking Barry Doyle's arse on a Tuesday evening with my husband watching from six feet away and I felt proud. Specifically, privately, perversely proud. I was doing something that surprised him. Barry Doyle is not a man who surprises easily. I had done it. I wanted to do more.

"Fuck." His voice is rougher than usual. "Didn't know you had that in you."

I pull back, breathless, my lips wet, my hair everywhere. "I'll do anything." The truth, stated plainly. "Anything you want."

He pulls me up and manhandles me onto the sofa on all fours and drives back inside me from behind and I scream. Full-throated, no modulation. A sound that bounces off the walls of this small dim room and disappears into the stained curtains.

"Hear that?" To Ryan. "That's your wife begging for my cock."

Ryan's voice comes from somewhere close. Closer than before. He has moved without being told. "I know." A pause. The word comes out wrecked and wondering. "Fuck. I know."

Barry fucks me relentlessly, his hands gripping my hips hard enough that I'll find the marks tomorrow and press on them to keep the memory precise. I'm coming again. A third orgasm building on the ruins of the second. It doesn't resolve. It just accumulates. Wave on wave. My body doing things it didn't know it was capable of three months ago.

"More." My voice is something I don't recognise. "Harder. Fucking ruin me. I don't care. I want it. I want all of it."

He obliges. The sound of skin on skin. The wet rhythmic slap of it. The wet slap of his balls against my arse. It fills the room completely. I stop thinking in sentences.

Barry slides out of me and I hear myself make a sound that is nothing so composed as a whimper. Just a raw animal protest at the absence of him. He sits back slightly, breathing hard, sweat gleaming on his chest. He looks at me and then at Ryan with the flat settled expression of a man working through a list.

"Going to fuck all three holes." Stated, not proposed. His voice doesn't change register, doesn't become theatrical or performative. Just fact, in sequence. "Your mouth. Your cunt. Your arse. And you're going to take it." He looks at Ryan. "And you're going to watch. Tell her what she looks like."

I don't wait to be asked. "Yes." No hesitation, no performance of hesitation. "Anything. Everything." A pause, because some things need to be said plainly. "Don't make me wait."

He moves me onto my back and pulls me to the edge of the sofa, my head hanging off the cushion. The room upside down. Ryan's feet visible at the edge of my vision. Then Barry's cock at my lips.

He pushes into my mouth from above and the angle allows him deeper than anything before. Past the point my throat has learned to open to. I gag. Hard. Eyes streaming, saliva flooding my mouth and running into my hair. I keep my throat open. Keep breathing through my nose the way he taught me. Keep taking it.

"Relax your throat. All of it."

I relax my throat. I take all of it. My vision blurs at the edges. The particular bright blur of too much. I'm making sounds around him that are not remotely human. I do not stop.

He pulls out. I cough, gasping, saliva stringing from my lips to his cock, my face wrecked and wet. He gives me two seconds. No more. Then he flips me onto my front, arse in the air, and looks at Ryan.

"Come here."

Ryan moves. I feel him near me. His body heat different from Barry's. Familiar and strange all at once.

"Hold her arse open. Want you to see this."

Ryan's hands on my arse cheeks, spreading me. His hands. The hands I know. Opening me for Barry. Doing exactly what Barry told them to do. The exposure of it. The particular layered vulnerability of being held open by my husband for my neighbour's cock. I clench on nothing and drip onto the sofa cushion beneath me.

Barry spits. I feel it land. Warm and deliberate. His fingers find my arsehole and work it. Slow and methodical. One finger and then two. Stretching carefully. I push back against his hand.

"Yes," I breathe. "Please. I want it."

The head of his cock presses against me. The pressure is immense. A different order of fullness from anything I've taken today. I force myself to breathe, to stay open, to trust my body's capacity for conversion.

He pushes inside.

The stretch is beyond language. I cry out. A sound halfway between agony and something that has no name. He stops. Just for a moment. One hand flat on the small of my back. Steadying.

"Breathe. Let it happen."

I breathe. I let it happen. He pushes deeper. Inch by deliberate inch. Ryan's hands are still holding me open. I can hear Ryan's breathing. Rapid and shaking. I am being fucked in the arse by my neighbour whilst my husband holds me open for him.

Fourth orgasm. Or the third still going. I lose time.

Too much. Impossible. My body past the edge of what I thought I could hold. Giving way. What I felt on the other side of giving way was not pain but something vast and simple. Mine.

Barry fucks my arse. Slowly at first, then with more purpose. His breathing gets rough and ragged above me. The exertion of him. I'm making sounds I didn't know I had. Lower than anything I've produced today. Animal, desperate. Completely honest.

"Tell her." To Ryan. The flat command.

Ryan's voice. I will think about what his voice sounds like at this moment for a very long time, because it is nothing I have heard from him before and everything I needed to hear. Rough, specific. Open. Every performance burned away. "Jade. Fuck. You look—you're taking all of it. His whole cock in your arse. You're so fucking dirty." A pause. "I love you. I love watching you."

I come. A fourth orgasm. Or perhaps it is still the third extended to breaking point. Everything goes bright and structureless. My body convulsing. My voice gone somewhere I can't find it. Ryan's hands on my arse and Barry's cock inside it and the sound of my husband's voice saying I love watching you. I am nowhere. I am everywhere.

I took all of it. Every inch. In my arse. And I came.

Barry withdraws slowly. I collapse forward onto the sofa cushion. Boneless. My whole body shaking minutely, the way things shake after significant force has been applied and removed.

"One more." His voice is rougher now. Genuinely. The effort of the last hour sitting in it. He turns me onto my back, my legs dropping apart without direction. "In your cunt. Want to finish there."

He pushes back into my pussy and the familiar stretch of him is, after everything, a relief. Something my body knows how to receive. Has learned and memorised and will never forget. I'm so sensitive that the first full thrust nearly undoes me again. My hips rise off the sofa toward him. My hands find his forearms.

He fucks me with everything he has left, which is still considerable. His breathing is fully ragged, sweat dripping from him onto me, his gut pressing against me on every stroke. He's close. I can feel it in the change in his rhythm, the shortening of his stroke, the tension that moves through him.

"Come inside me." The words come out plain. No performance. "Fill me. I want to feel it."

He makes a sound. Low and rough. Drives deep and stays there. I feel him come inside me. The heat of it. Every pulse. Thick. Hot. Filling me. His cock throbbing as he empties into me. I press my hands flat against his back and hold him there whilst it happens.

He pulls out slowly. His cum and mine together, leaking out of me. He looks at it for a moment with that flat, satisfied expression. Then he looks at Ryan.

"Your turn. Finish on her face."

Ryan moves to stand over me. Shaking. Cock in his hand. His face a thing I have no single word for. I look up at him. My face is already wrecked: swollen lips, tear-streaked, my hair destroyed, Barry's sweat on my skin. I open my mouth. Put my tongue out.

"Do it," I say. "I want it."

Ryan comes. His cum lands on my face, my lips, my outstretched tongue. I close my mouth and swallow what I can and lick my lips and look up at him. He is staring down at me with an expression that is past anything I've seen on his face before. Devastated, grateful. Permanently altered.

Barry sat back. He reached for his tobacco and rolled a cigarette with the ease of a man who has done it ten thousand times. He lit it. He looked at the two of us with that expression that gives nothing away and takes everything in.

"She's a good girl." The smoke came out with the words. "Your wife. Dirty as they come."

Ryan's voice, when it arrived, was the quietest thing in the room. "Yeah. She is."

Barry looked at Ryan through the smoke. "She's mine now. You know that, yeah?"

Ryan looked at me. At my face. At what was on it. At the satisfied wreckage of me on Barry's sofa. Something moved through his expression. Something that had been in transit for weeks and had finally arrived at its destination.

"Yeah," he said. "I know."

Barry nodded. Took another drag. Turned on the television.

Ryan sat on the floor, his back against the sofa, not quite capable of any more vertical ambition than that. I slid off the sofa and settled beside him, our shoulders touching. My hand found his hand in the dim orange light and our fingers threaded together.

He looked at me. His face was something I would think about for a long time: open in a way that faces aren't usually open. Every layer of management gone. Nothing performed. Nothing protected. Not ashamed. Completely past shame, and what was on the other side of it looked, to my considerable surprise, exactly like relief.

We're alright. Better than alright.

Above us, Barry exhaled smoke and looked down at both of us for a moment.

"She's a good girl."

Ryan's voice was quiet. The quietest he'd been all evening. "Yeah. She is."

Barry nodded. The nod of a man who has said what needed saying and considers the matter settled. He turned the volume up on the television. Football. Nil-nil. The crowd noise coming in around us like weather.

And that was the whole of it. Three people in a dirty flat on a Tuesday evening. The score was nil-nil. He turned the volume up slightly, and Ryan's thumb moved against the back of my hand, and I leaned my head back against the sofa cushion and looked at the ceiling of Barry's flat and felt, running through everything, simple and warm, no apology, the contentment of someone who has arrived, at last, exactly where they were always going to end up.


9: The Weight of It


The film had been on our TV for forty minutes and I hadn't followed a second of it.

Barry's cock was out of his tracksuit bottoms, and my tongue was working the full weight of his balls, slow and thorough, no rush, no performance, just the steady devoted attention of a woman who knows exactly what she's doing and has nowhere else in the world to be. His hand rested on the back of my head, not guiding, not pushing, just there, heavy and warm, the weight of a hand that knows what it owns.

His balls taste of salt and sweat and him. I know that taste now the same way I know the taste of tea, the creak of the third stair, the way Ryan takes his coffee: it is simply a fact of my life, sitting inside me alongside everything else, unremarkable and total. I have knelt on this floor on a Thursday evening with a science fiction film playing unwatched above my head and I have licked Barry Doyle's balls with my full attention and felt nothing except the satisfaction. The deep, animal, slightly stupid satisfaction of a woman doing exactly what she was made for.

I dragged my tongue up the underside of his cock, root to tip, the thick vein pulsing against me, and took the head into my mouth. Barry exhaled smoke above me, roll-up in his other hand, elbow propped on the sofa arm. He was watching the screen. Some hero explaining something to someone on a spaceship. Barry didn't seem impressed.

I was wearing his old grey t-shirt, the one with the faded logo he couldn't read anymore, so enormous on me it slipped off one shoulder. Nothing underneath it.

The plug sat in my arse, the big black silicone one, keeping me open, keeping me ready, because Barry had taken me there for the first time last week and I'd wanted it again the moment it was over, and this time I wanted to take him easier, deeper, with none of the resistance that had made him slow down and check on me. He hadn't needed to check on me. I'd told him to keep going. But I wanted to be better at it, so I wore the plug when he told me to, and sometimes when he didn't. Three hours today. It would stay in until he decided otherwise.

That's how this works now.

The carpet was rough under my knees. The flat smelled of tobacco and him, the warm underneath-thing that had bypassed every rational thought I'd ever had from the first moment I'd stood in his doorway and breathed it in and told myself I didn't want to. I always wanted to. I just hadn't caught up with myself yet.

I heard Ryan before I saw him. The soft pad of his socked feet, the quiet particular way he moved these days, quieter than he used to be, like he'd shed some outer layer that had taken up space without him knowing. I didn't lift my head. I kept my mouth on Barry's cock, sliding down, taking him halfway, spit thick at the corners of my mouth, my hand working the base of what I couldn't yet reach, which was still considerable.

"Washing up's done," Ryan said. "Need anything else?"

Barry didn't look at him. Eyes on the screen.

"Nah. You're alright. Sit down."

Ryan sat in the armchair. The one to the side of the sofa, the one that used to be his favourite spot for gaming. He still sat in it the same way, one leg crossed, hands on the arms, but I could hear his breathing from where I knelt, and it was not the breathing of a relaxed man. He was hard. He was always hard when I did this. He also knew, without needing to be told, that it made no difference to what was happening tonight, which was: nothing, for him, unless Barry said so.

He wants to watch, I want him to watch, and Barry couldn't care less either way, which makes it the simplest arrangement in the room.

I took Barry deeper, my throat opening around him the way it had learned to, the stretch of my jaw familiar now, my eyes watering, spit stringing as I pulled back, the wet sounds of it loud in the quiet under the film's dialogue. I breathed through my nose. Three weeks. The things three weeks will teach you.

Barry tapped ash into the tray on the sofa arm. On screen, something exploded.

"Load of shite, this," Barry said. "They always talk too much."

"Mm." Ryan, from the armchair.

I felt Barry thicken further against my tongue. The slow swell of him getting properly hard, filling out to the full impossible size of him, which had seemed impossible the first time and which now seemed simply like the right size, the only size, everything else a pale and inadequate memory. I pulled off, stroked him, dragged my tongue across his balls again, and the plug sent a low pulse through me as I shifted and I breathed through it, steadied, kept going.

Barry spread his legs wider. I didn't need telling. I slid my fingers down, found his arsehole, circled it slowly. He hadn't asked for this the first time. I'd simply done it, and he'd made a sound he hadn't meant to make, low and unguarded, and I'd filed it away and done it every time since. I love that sound. I love that I'm the reason for it. I pressed one finger slowly inside him and kept my mouth working his cock, tongue on the underside, his balls heavy against my chin, the smell of him this close a thick, animal thing that went directly to my cunt.

Barry exhaled, somewhere between a breath and not.

"Doing anything Saturday?" Still watching the screen. Talking to Ryan.

"Not really. Why?"

"Norwich are at home. Fancy it?"

A pause. Ryan: "Yeah. I mean — yeah, alright. Cheers."

"Pick you up at one. Pub first."

I pulled off. Didn't mean to look put out about it. Did anyway.

"Saturday?" I looked up at Barry. "All afternoon?"

He looked down at me with that expression, not quite a smile, not quite amusement, the expression that says I see exactly what you're doing, and I find it predictable and a little bit entertaining.

"Yeah. Got a problem?"

"I'll be here on my own. Without you."

Barry laughed, a short proper bark of it, the kind that showed the gaps in his teeth. He stubbed out the roll-up.

"Fucking hell. Listen to yourself." He looked down at me with that flat, settled assessment. "Proper little whore now, aren't you."

The word landed between my legs, immediate and total. A pulse of heat that went straight through me and I pressed my thighs together against nothing, against the empty aching nothing, the cunt that had been wet since before I'd got down here.

"Yes," I said. Quieter than I meant.

Barry reached down and cupped my jaw in one wide hand, tilting my face up. His thumb pressed my cheekbone, not gently, the way you press something to check it's real.

"You'll manage. Use the big one I got you."

The dildo in the drawer beside the bed, next to the lube and the graduated plugs and the harness and the other things he'd acquired without ceremony, each one introduced with the flat matter-of-factness of a man who knows exactly what he's building toward: here, this next, learn it. I'd learned every one of them. The plug was the current lesson, wearing it for hours at a stretch so that when Barry wanted my arse tonight it would open for him properly, all of me available, no part of me that belonged to me alone anymore. Three holes. That was what I was now. That was what I wanted to be. I was still learning how good I could get at it.

"It's not the same," I said.

"No. It's not. That's the point."

He let go of my jaw and pushed my head back down.

"Stop whining and finish what you started."

I gave him everything.

Mouth down to the root of him, throat working, jaw aching in the specific way I'd learned to love, my finger finding the angle inside him that made him grip the sofa cushion. My free hand cupped his balls, rolling them, feeling the weight of them tighten. The plug pulsed low and constant in my arse. The spit was running down my chin. I could hear myself, the wet filthy sounds of it, and I didn't care, I was past caring, I was worshipping him and that is the only word that fits: devotion, expressed in spit and heat and the focused, greedy attention I brought to the thick vein running along the underside of his shaft, working it with my tongue until his breath shortened and his grip tightened on the back of my head.

This is my job now. I work part-time at a letting agency in Norwich city centre, and I worship Barry Doyle's cock on Thursday evenings, and I am considerably more skilled at the second thing.

From the armchair I could hear Ryan. The particular held-still quality of him, the sound of someone not moving, not touching himself, not doing anything Barry hadn't told him he could do, his breath audible and uneven. I could picture his face without looking. The wrecked, wet-mouthed, grateful face of a man watching his wife. He was waiting. He was so good at waiting. That was a thing I had not known about my husband until very recently and it was something I found, now that I knew it, entirely fascinating.

Barry's breathing shifted. Shorter. Tighter. The tension across his thighs, his cock swelling that last increment. Close. I knew close. I worked him faster, mouth and hand and finger, rhythm building, my cunt clenching around nothing, the plug suddenly sharp in my awareness.

"Going to come in your mouth." Rough, low. "Swallow it."

I made a sound against him. It always means yes.

He came with his hand tightening at the back of my head and one controlled upward push of his hips, and the first pulse of it hit the back of my throat, thick and scalding-hot, and fuck, the volume of him, the specific taste of it that I knew now better than most things I'd ever known, and I swallowed, kept swallowing, throat working through every pulse, my cunt soaking against nothing, the plug pressing deep as I held position and took all of it.

I always take all of it. I decided that on a Wednesday night three weeks ago, lying alone in the bed we used to share, and I have not revisited the decision since.

I pulled off slowly, licked him clean, and tucked him back into his tracksuit bottoms with both hands, careful, like folding something precious away.

Barry reached for his tobacco. Built the next roll-up without looking down, fingers moving by instinct.

"They still talking?" he said to the screen.

"Yeah," Ryan said. His voice was hoarse.

Barry shook his head and lit up.

I settled on the floor beside Barry's feet, back against the sofa, and the plug shifted as I moved and I made a sound, involuntary, low in my throat. Still so full. Still so stretched. Good. That was the point.

Barry glanced down. "Alright?"

"Yeah. Just the plug."

He nodded, like it was no more remarkable than a sore shoulder. His hand dropped to my hair and stroked it, absent, easy, like I'd settled against his leg and he hadn't particularly decided what to do about it.

Just the plug. Keeping me open for him. Like it's the weather.

I rested my head against his shin and closed my eyes. The blue-white light of the screen shifted across the inside of my eyelids. The flat smelled of tobacco and sex and him, the specific thick warmth of him that I breathed in and did not think about because there was nothing left to think about it. It was simply where I lived.

Ryan came in his hand two nights ago while Barry fucked me, Barry's permission given with a single nod, and when Ryan finished I told him he was a good boy and he said thank you and meant it, wholly and without irony, and I felt for him in that moment something so warm and specific that no word I know quite reaches it. Not pity. Not condescension. Tenderness, maybe, the specific tenderness you have for the person you trust most in the world, the person you'd hand anything to.

He sleeps on the floor beside the bed now. Duvet, pillow, three feet from where Barry and I sleep. He lies there and listens, and sometimes watches, if Barry opens that particular door, and in the morning he brings tea up without being asked and sets it on the bedside table for both of us. He is still my husband, in all the ways that matter. He is also something the word husband doesn't cover, something without a name yet, something we are still in the process of making.

He'd held me open last week while Barry pushed inside me, his hands gentle where Barry's weren't, his voice telling me I was doing so well, and I'd come so hard I'd bitten the pillow. Both of them. At once. Mine. Ryan's tenderness and Barry's complete, utter lack of it, and I'd needed both, I'd wanted both, I had not known until very recently how much space I had for wanting.

After a while, Ryan said: "Anyone want tea?"

"Yeah," Barry said. "Go on then."

Ryan went to the kitchen. I heard the tap run, the kettle click on. Barry's hand was still in my hair. His roll-up burned down in the ashtray. The film's hero was still explaining something urgent to someone who presumably cared.

None of us were listening.

Barry looked down at me. I looked up at him.

"Bedtime soon," he said.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. Want to take that plug out. See how wide you are. Whether you're ready to take me properly this time."

Properly. The word went through me like something electric, low and total, because last time had already been the most I'd ever felt and properly implied there was more, that last week was the beginning and not the thing itself, that he intended to go further and use me completely and I was going to let him. I was going to beg him.

"I'm ready," I said.

He grinned, the gaps in his teeth showing, his eyes flat and already decided. The grin was just the courtesy of telling me.

"We'll see. Three hours in that plug. You'd better be."

Ryan came back with three mugs, set them on the coffee table, settled back into the armchair. Barry sipped his tea and gave a small nod.

"Good brew, that."

"Cheers," Ryan said.

The three of us drank our tea. Barry watched the last ten minutes of the film with the mild, unimpressed tolerance of a man who'd decided not to enjoy it but didn't see the point of turning it off. Ryan had his mug in both hands, eyes on me, on Barry's hand still resting in my hair. I stayed on the floor with the plug heavy inside me and the taste of Barry still warm in my throat, and I thought about the woman who'd moved into this flat eight weeks ago with her unpacked boxes and her IKEA shelves and her quietly sufficient marriage and her complete lack of any idea what was waiting on the other side of a shared wall.

I couldn't feel sorry for her. What I felt was closer to the distant, wondering gratitude of someone who has walked a very long way and turned around to look back.

I walked through every door with my eyes open. I told myself stories along the way, post and neighbourliness and corner shops, and the stories got thinner and I let them get thinner and one day I just stopped telling them.

That's the part I'll never stop being glad of.

Barry stubbed out his roll-up. Stood up, the full solid bulk of him, and looked down at me on the floor.

"Come on then," he said.

I got up. The plug shifted and I steadied myself against the sofa arm and looked across at Ryan in the armchair, mug still in hand, watching me with that open, undone face.

"You coming?" Barry said to him. Not a question.

Ryan set down his mug.

"Yeah," he said. "Yeah, I'm coming."

The three of us went upstairs. Barry's hand at the back of my neck, easy and certain. Ryan behind us, quiet, his socked feet soft on the stairs.

Thursday night. Our flat. Our life now.


Also by Lily Corbett


Daddy’s Team: The Old Men’s Breeding Ground

"Some girls are made for nice boys and safe futures. Lacey Morgan was made for this."

Book 9 in Lily Corbett’s “DADDY ISSUES” series of hardcore age-gap and very taboo erotica.

FIND ON AMAZON

Welcome to the filthiest corner of Beeston Rangers FC, where nineteen-year-old Lacey Morgan’s boredom with useless young lads is about to be spectacularly cured by seventy-two-year-old groundskeeper Malcolm Hewitt. This isn’t your typical age-gap romance – this is raw, degrading, and absolutely unapologetic about what it is: a breeding obsession story where the girl begs for exactly what society says she shouldn’t want.

Lacey’s sick of boys who can’t make her cum. She’s been watching rougher porn, craving the intensity she sees on screen, fingering herself to fantasies of older men who know what they’re doing. When Malcolm corners her with upskirt photos he’s been collecting for weeks, offering her a choice that isn’t really a choice, Lacey discovers the truth: she walked into his trap willingly. She’s been waiting for someone like Malcolm, someone who’ll treat her like the slag she’s desperate to become.

Malcolm’s no amateur. He’s got a black leather book documenting fifty years of women he’s corrupted at this club, each one catalogued with photos and explicit details. Lacey’s just the latest entry, but she might be his masterpiece. He introduces her to cucumbers from his allotment, teaches her to deep-throat on her knees in his equipment shed, marks her with his piss on the centre circle at midnight. Every degrading act makes her wetter, proves she’s made for this.

Then there’s Liam Scott – a cocky left-back who finds Lacey’s phone and sees everything. Her texts with Malcolm, the photos, the proof of what she’s become. Liam thinks he can blackmail his way into her cunt, force her to service him and his mates Connor and Elliot. He films it all, thinking he’s in control. But Malcolm’s been playing this game since before Liam was born, and he’s got leverage of his own: photos of Liam stealing club kit, evidence of hidden injuries that could end his career.

The physio room gangbang is where everything collides. Lacey on the reinforced treatment table, Malcolm and Dennis double-penetrating her cunt whilst Liam fucks her mouth, all of it captured on camera for mutual assured destruction. Ryan’s celebrating promotion in the bar directly overhead, completely oblivious that his little sister’s being filled by six men one floor below. It’s brutal, explicit, and Lacey cums harder than she ever has; because the danger, the wrongness, the risk of discovery makes it perfect.

The Lactation Consultant: A Hucow Training Story

When desperate relief becomes total surrender, some treatments transform you completely.

Book 3 in Lily Corbett’s “TABOO TALES” series of hardcore and very taboo erotica.  ADULTS ONLY HUCOW FILTH!  

FIND ON AMAZON

Maya Chen’s body started producing milk at nineteen – spontaneously, painfully, relentlessly. No pregnancy. No explanation. Just swollen, leaking breasts that got her fired from her retail job and made every doctor she saw dismiss her as psychiatric case. By the time she found the Hartwell Lactation Specialists online, she was desperate enough to believe anything.

Richard and Diane Hartwell run a private clinic for women with conditions like Maya’s. What starts as a legitimate-seeming medical appointment quickly reveals itself as something far darker. These aren’t licensed physicians. They’re collectors, fetishists who’ve built an entire operation around exploiting young women with lactation disorders, turning desperate patients into permanent milk-producing hucows.

The first examination crosses every professional boundary. Richard’s hands on her swollen breasts, testing her production, making her come on the table while Diane documents everything. Maya knows it’s wrong. But the relief is overwhelming, and she hasn’t felt this cared for in years. When they offer her a residential weekend to “optimize her treatment,” she accepts.

By Saturday morning, Maya’s stripped naked and restrained while they drain her together: Richard’s mouth on one breast, Diane’s on the other, both feeding from her while she writhes between them. They don’t hide their arousal anymore. They discuss her milk production like farmers evaluating livestock. They photograph and video everything, cataloging her as “Subject 23” in an archive of twenty-two previous women they’ve conditioned exactly the same way.

The breeding protocols come next. Dr. Marcus Matthews – a distinguished physician who serves as the couple’s breeder – examines Maya’s naked body while Richard and Diane watch. He tests her fertility, evaluates her hips, tastes her milk. Then he fucks her on the examination table while Richard and Diane nurse from her breasts, all three of them using her body simultaneously. Matthews fills her pussy with his come while promising to impregnate her, to swell her belly and triple her milk production.

Maya signs a permanent residency contract. Two thousand dollars monthly to live with Richard and Diane, producing milk and serving their needs. She agrees to breeding protocols: multiple pregnancies with different men for genetic variation and comparative data. She consents to complete documentation including her face and full name. She accepts restraints, pump training, network presentations where other collectors will taste her milk and evaluate her potential.

The corruption is total. Maya goes from virgin to bred hucow in three weeks. Her body transforms, breasts enlarging, production increasing from twenty-eight ounces to over sixty daily. She orgasms every time they drain her now, conditioned to associate milk extraction with sexual pleasure. She calls herself their cow without shame. She begs Matthews to breed her again immediately after the pregnancy test comes back positive.

Dirty Work: Daddy's Garage Girl

"Some skills can only be taught by experienced hands."

FIND ON AMAZON

When twenty-year-old Aisha Khan takes an apprenticeship at Marshall & Sons Garage, she's desperate to escape her family's arranged marriage plans. What begins as a strategic rebellion quickly shifts gears when garage owner Tony Marshall offers her a dirty deal: submit to his "special training program" or lose the job that's her only route to freedom.

Trapped between her conservative Pakistani heritage and her growing desire for independence, Aisha makes a calculated decision. She'll endure whatever these older men demand—for now. But as Tony insists she call him "Daddy" during their private "lessons," Aisha discovers her body's traitorous response to his degrading commands.

Soon, her "training" expands to include Tony's business partner Keith, wealthy clients like distinguished Mr. Winters and Indian businessman Raj Singh, and eventually even Tony's reluctant son Matthew. Each encounter pushes her further from the dutiful daughter she once was.

With each forbidden act in the inspection pit, storage room, and across every surface of the grimy workshop, Aisha finds herself transformed. The gold anklet that once symbolised her cultural heritage now adorns her naked body as she kneels before these men, her conservative upbringing deliberately desecrated with every filthy fluid they share.

While her family searches frantically for their missing daughter, Aisha's new skills earn her more than just mechanical knowledge. Her "special services" secure enough cash for a flat of her own—and the freedom to become the garage's prized Pakistani princess.

As her final "certification ceremony" approaches, Aisha must decide: return to her family's expectations or fully embrace her new identity as Daddy's Garage Girl, serving the needs of every man in the workshop. The engine's running hot, and Aisha's about to redline in ways her parents never imagined.

Will she put the brakes on her descent into depravity, or accelerate into a life where she calls all the shots about who uses her body and how? In the end, Aisha discovers the most powerful tool in the garage might be her own newfound thirst for submission.

Dirty Work: Daddy's Garage Girl is the first instalment in the taboo-shattering "Daddy Issues: Forbidden Taboo Mentors" from Lily Corbett, where forbidden desires meet cultural rebellion in the gritty underbelly of working-class Britain.

FIND ON AMAZON

Daddy's Garage Band: A Taboo Backstage Romance


FIND ON AMAZON

Her mother left, but she stayed with Mum's ex-boyfriend - now the heat between them is about to ignite a forbidden passion!

During the hottest summer on record, 21-year-old Chelsea Daniels can't stop fantasising about her mother's ex-boyfriend Jake. After her mum ran off with a younger man two years ago, Jake let Chelsea stay in his house. Now she's developed an obsession with his mediocre garage band, Steel Dogz, and with Jake himself.

When Chelsea starts attending band practice in the sweltering converted garage, the temperature isn't the only thing rising. Dressed in her most provocative outfits, she captures the attention of all four middle-aged rockers, including her reluctant guardian Jake.

As the heat wave intensifies, so does Chelsea's determination to seduce the man she calls "Daddy"—not by blood, but by choice. Jake's resistance is crumbling, and his bandmates are more than eager to welcome their curvaceous new "mascot" into their world.

What begins as innocent flirtation quickly transforms into a series of increasingly taboo encounters. Chelsea discovers power in her sexuality while exploring sensations she never imagined possible with men three times her age.

For these ageing rockers who never quite made it big, Chelsea represents a second chance at the rock-and-roll fantasy. For Chelsea, they offer experience, validation, and the forbidden thrill she's been craving.

As boundaries shatter and inhibitions melt away in the scorching heat, Chelsea must decide how far she's willing to go to become the ultimate band groupie—and whether Jake will finally accept his desire for the young woman he was supposed to protect.

The sweat-soaked rehearsal space becomes a pressure cooker of lust, pushing everyone involved toward acts they can only justify in the throes of passion. When the temperature peaks, so will their depravity.

FIND ON AMAZON

Marrakech Descent: A Naïve Young Woman's Taboo Journey

Book 1 of Lily's Descent: An Erotic Taboo Foreign Education.

FIND ON AMAZON

Her gap year adventure becomes a forbidden education when a naïve English girl falls into the skilled hands of Marrakech's most powerful men. A semi-autobiographical taboo tale of age gap and interracial lust.


Starting her gap year before university, Lily Matthews steps off the plane in Marrakech with nothing but a backpack full of sensible clothes and a carefully planned itinerary. Armed with her trusty travel blog and dreams of cultural enlightenment before university, this sheltered British young woman is woefully unprepared for what awaits her in the ancient city's labyrinthine medina.

When disaster strikes and Lily finds herself alone, phoneless, and completely lost in the twisted alleyways, panic threatens to overwhelm her. That is, until Karim, a distinguished, middle-aged fabric merchant, offers her shelter and assistance with grandfatherly concern that dispels her initial wariness.

Behind his shop's ornate façade, Karim introduces Lily to a side of Moroccan hospitality never mentioned in her guidebooks. His experienced hands and silver-tongued explanations of "cultural customs" awaken sensations the inexperienced young woman never imagined possible, leaving her confused, ashamed, and undeniably aroused.

As days pass, Lily's options narrow while her experiences expand. Introduced to Karim's circle of business associates, including the intense Fayez and the enigmatic brothers Malik and Jamal, she finds herself passed between these powerful men, each with their own desires and methods of "education."

In luxurious riads and ancient hammams, Lily receives lessons in submission and pleasure that shatter her proper English upbringing. Each boundary crossed makes the next easier to breach, each forbidden experience more intoxicating than the last.

While her family receives carefully crafted emails about Moroccan architecture and local cuisine, Lily descends into a world of sensual awakening where her pale skin and innocent blue eyes make her an object of fascination and desire among men accustomed to taking what they want.

The crimson carpets of Karim's back room, the steam-filled chambers of a private hammam, the silk-draped bedroom of a luxury riad, each setting becomes another scene in Lily's rapid transformation from naïve tourist to willing participant in her own corruption.

Most disturbing of all is Lily's growing realisation that part of her doesn't want to escape. As her body betrays her with responses she can't control, she begins to wonder if these men have simply uncovered desires that were always lurking beneath her proper façade.

When the brothers announce that Lily's "education" will continue in the isolated Sahara with their cousin Ahmed, she faces a crucial decision. Return to the safety of her planned itinerary and the future that awaits her at university, or surrender completely to the dark thrills of this new path.

"Marrakech Descent" marks the first instalment in the provocative "Lily's Descent" series, chronicling one young woman's journey from innocence to experience against the exotic backdrop of North Africa, where cultural differences provide the perfect cover for the systematic dismantling of Western inhibitions.

FIND ON AMAZON

Tribal Initiation: Bred by the African Tribe

Book 2 of Lily's Descent: An Erotic Taboo Foreign Education.

FIND ON AMAZON

Tribal Initiation: Bred by the African Tribe is the second book of Lily Corbett’s notorious erotica series, and it takes the corruption further than ever before. If Marrakech Descent stripped away Lily’s virginity and illusions, Book Two leaves her raw, branded, and bred.

Alone in the Congo Basin, nineteen-year-old Lily is handed into the keeping of a remote tribe. She expects anthropology, note-taking, and cultural ritual. Instead, she is paraded naked, mocked by jealous wives, and forced to embody the “fertility rites” she once studied in textbooks.

This isn’t romance. This is hard, unapologetic extreme taboo erotica. A wide-eyed English girl bent, spread, shared, and turned into a vessel for an entire village. Readers will watch her transform from “guest” to Mbala—the tribe’s whore, bitch, and breeder.

The men are older, darker, bigger, and utterly unashamed. Warriors drag her into the dirt, filling her throat, her cunt, and her arse. The chief—a scarred man in his sixties—seals her fate by taking her in front of the tribe, planting his seed in her teenage body.

And it isn’t only the men. The women of the tribe—jealous, mocking, predatory—force Lily’s tongue between their thighs, ride her face, and humiliate her in acts of sapphic domination. There is no solidarity here; they despise her softness, and so make her crawl.

The old professor who brought her here does nothing to protect her. He watches. He records. He asks Lily to write down descriptions of every cock that splits her, every smear of seed across her, every word they force from her lips. Her humiliation becomes his “field notes.”

What follows are graphic gangbangs, outdoor rituals, cum-drinking ceremonies, throat training, anal initiations, whipping chants, and the final baptism of her pale English body in a tribal fertility bowl brimming with seed. This is Lily at her lowest—and her most shamelessly aroused.

By the book’s climax, Lily no longer recognises the girl who left Manchester. She is Mbala now, waisted with beads, dripping cum daily, renamed as the tribe’s fertile wife. She begs to be filled. Shame is gone. Only submission and hunger remain.

Readers who crave the extremities of interracial, age-gap, exotic breeding porn will find this book the rawest experience yet. Where Book One was her “initiation,” Book Two is her breaking-in—and the marks are permanent.

This is not for the faint-hearted. This is taboo erotica at its filthiest: gaping holes, leaking seed, power abuse, ritual filth. Lily is gone. Mbala remains. Do you dare follow her to the point of no return?


Trigger Warnings


This book contains themes that some readers may find distressing or confronting. Please read carefully before purchasing.

Explicit sexual content throughout, including graphic descriptions of sexual acts

Significant age gap between consenting adult characters (22 and 51)

Marital infidelity and emotional impact on a spouse

Cuckolding and consensual voyeurism

Themes of sexual obsession and compulsive behaviour

Power imbalance between adult characters

Crude language and graphic dirty talk throughout

Depictions of a domestic environment involving substance use (tobacco, alcohol)

Consensual sexual acts including oral sex and anal play

Content intended for adult readers aged 18 and over only
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