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Bruno came through the broken panel again just after six, like he did most evenings, nosing along the border where Holly had put her runner beans in. I'd been meaning to fix that fence since April. It was one slat, cracked at the bottom and hanging off its nail, and every weekend I told myself I'd sort it, and every weekend came and went, and the slat stayed exactly where it was.

"He's in the beans," she said, from the deck. She was out with a glass of wine and the tablet up on her knee, still in the linen dress she'd worn for the last day of term, bare feet on the other chair. Nine years married and I still went a bit stupid looking at her some evenings. Dark blonde hair pushed back off her face, the little gold studs she kept in, a body that had stayed soft and full in the places I liked and that she was self-conscious about for reasons I never followed — a full chest, heavy and real, wide at the hip, the kind of woman I never got tired of putting my hands all over. She caught me looking and pulled a face at me.

"He's your mate," she said. "You go and get him, then."

I set the beer down and went down to the fence. The dog's a big soft lump of a thing, some kind of ridgeback cross, and he leaned happily into my leg the second I got a hand on his collar. Then Terrence's voice came over the top of the panel.

"Bruno. You little sod."

"He's alright," I called back. "He's only having a dig."

His face appeared over the fence. He'd have had to be standing on the low wall by his shed to manage it, and even then it was his chin and up, because he's a big lad — six-three, six-four, and built the way a man gets built when it's his actual job. He's a personal trainer. He'd been running a client through something on his patio when I got home from work, and I'd heard the counting drift over earlier. He still had the sweat on him now, a grey vest gone dark down the middle of his chest, his arms about as thick as my thigh. I'm not a small bloke exactly, but I do payroll at a desk forty hours a week and it shows around my middle, and for a second, passing the dog up into his hands, I felt every soft inch of myself against the size of him. Then the dog wriggled and the feeling was gone.

"Cheers, mate. He digs under Sandra's old spot and he's through before I've got the door shut." He reached down and I lifted the dog to him by the collar, and Terrence took all his weight one-handed, like he was hoisting a bag of shopping. "I keep meaning to block it off my side."

"It's my panel," I said. "I keep telling myself I'll fix it and never do."

"No rush from me." He grinned easily. He had a direct way about him, none of the careful new-neighbour small-talk. He'd been next door four months, since not long after the wife went — Sandra, the one the dog still dug for. It had all been very quiet, no shouting through the wall, just a van one Saturday and then only the one car on the drive. He'd told me himself the first week, no drama, no more fuss than if he'd changed jobs. "Right. I'm going to go and stand in a cold shower. Evening, Holly."

"Evening, Terrence." She lifted her glass to him without getting up.

He dropped back down his side, chattering cheerfully to the dog the whole way indoors. I went back up the garden and picked my beer back up, and she was watching me over her glass with a look I couldn't quite read, there and gone.

"What?" I said, when she kept on looking.

"Nothing." She went back to the screen. "You should sort that fence out, you know."

"I know, I will."

She tipped the tablet round to me. "This one. Look at it. Pool, a little terrace, ten minutes from the sea." It was the same villa she'd shown me a dozen times over, whitewashed, blue shutters, a price at the top she read out like a dare. "We could actually do it this year. You've got the leave owing."

"Book it, then."

"You always say that and it's October before we've moved." She said it with no heat in it, though, leaning her shoulder into mine, and I put my arm round her and she settled against me like she always had, soft and heavy against my side, my hand ending up on her bare thigh where the dress had ridden up. She smelled of sun cream and the wine. Over the fence his music started up, low, and Bruno barked once at it, and she laughed under her breath at the dog.

"He seems alright, doesn't he," she said. "Him next door."

"Yeah," I said. "Seems it."

"On his own over there. Sad, really... a house that size." She went quiet a moment, then handed me the wine to finish. "We should have him round some time. Be neighbourly."

"Yeah, we should," I said.

We sat out till the light went orange and then blue behind the Prentices' roof across the close, and she scrolled villas we'd never book, and I drank my beer. School was out and she was off for six weeks and neither of us had anywhere to be, an ordinary Tuesday in July. I didn't fix the fence that evening either.

Two days later, she found them.

I got in off the motorway gone six, the usual time, and the house had a too-quiet feel to it before I'd even got my shoes off. No radio, no telly on for the noise of it. Holly was at the kitchen table with the tablet flat in front of her and a mug of tea gone cold and untouched at her elbow. She looked up when I came in and just watched me put my keys down.

"Alright?" I said, and then I clocked the screen, and my stomach dropped through the floor.

She'd been looking at holidays. That was all it was. She'd taken the tablet to price up that villa in Spain she kept going back to, or to actually book the thing for once. Part-way into that she'd gone into the browser, and it had done what a browser does and handed her everything I'd been typing into it at eleven at night for the best part of a year.

"I wasn't snooping," she said, evenly, no shake in it. "I want that said first. I was after the villa and it just... came up. There it all was."

I stood there with my keys still in my hand. Anything I opened my mouth to say would only have come out a lie, and we both knew what was up on that screen. It was about as subtle as a brick. Interracial stuff, hotwife stuff — white wives taking big black cocks, husbands sat off to the side watching them do it, page after page of it in the history going back months. She'd already looked. She'd gone right through it, properly.

"How long?" she asked.

"Holly—"

"I'm not shouting. Look at me, I'm not shouting." She wasn't. Her hands were flat on the table either side of it and her voice was perfectly level, and that was almost worse than if she'd thrown the mug at me. "I just want to understand what I'm looking at. How long?"

"A while," I told her, pulling the chair out opposite her and sitting down because my legs had gone. "Years, on and off. It's just... porn, Hol. It's a fetish, that's all it is, it doesn't mean anything."

"It's the same thing every time, though." She turned the screen a few degrees toward me, like I needed showing. "It's not just porn, Owen. It's one exact thing, every single video. It's — " she looked for the word and then just used it, plain " — it's black men. Big ones. With white women, and the husband stood there watching. That's not nothing. You don't type the same thing into a box for a year if it's nothing."

My face was on fire, and I looked at the table, and I hated that even then, with her sat across from me like that, some traitor part of me had stirred at the sight of it all laid out on the screen.

"Is it me?" she said, quietly, under everything else. "Have I done something? Am I not— do you not fancy me any more, is that what this is?"

"No — God, no." I looked up then, because that at least I could answer honestly. "It's got nothing to do with that. You're the best-looking thing that ever happened to me, you know that. It's not about you being enough or not, you're more than enough. If anything it's..." I stopped, because I wasn't ready to say the rest of it, not standing in the kitchen with my tie still on.

She watched me stop and she let it go.

"Right," she said, finally. She picked the cold mug up, looked at it, put it back down. "I'm not angry. I want you to hear that. I'm a lot of things sat here but angry isn't one of them." She stood and slid the tablet into the dresser drawer, out of sight, like we both needed it gone from the room. "But you're going to talk to me tonight. Properly. All of it, not the kitchen version."

"Okay," I said. She looked at me a second.

"I mean it. In bed, with the light off, if that makes it easier. But you're telling me the truth of it."

"Okay." My heart was hammering, and the dread in it was tangled up with something I was ashamed to feel with her looking at me like that.

We went up early. She ran a bath and I lay on top of the covers listening to the water shift softly in the pipes, and by the time she came in wrapped in a towel with her hair pinned up I'd worked myself into a proper state, and not the good kind. She switched the big light off and left the little lamp on her side and got in next to me, still damp, smelling of her soap, and for a minute we lay there in the half-dark not touching.

"Go on, then," she said. "Talk. You said you would."

So I did. I told it to the ceiling because I couldn't tell it to her face. How it went back further than her, back to when I was a teenager and first found the stuff online, and how it had gone quiet for years and come back, and how it had never once been about her, it was the idea of it — her, my wife, with somebody else, and me there for it. I got that far and stuck.

"And a black man," she said, quietly. Her voice stayed level in the dark. "It's always a black man. Every single one of them."

"Yeah," I said, to the dark.

"Why?" Just the one word, gentle, no edge on it.

"I don't know," I said, which was the truth. "I've never worked it out, it's just..." I made myself say it. "It's how big it'd be, the difference in it, watching you take something I never could—" and I stopped again.

She was quiet for a bit. Then her hand came across under the covers and flattened on my chest, over my heart, where she must have felt it hammering, and she left it there.

"Show me one," she murmured. "In your head. Say it out loud, the one you go back to."

I don't know what I'd expected but it wasn't that. And God help me it did exactly what she'd meant it to do, because I heard myself start to talk, low, my cock already hard against the sheet.

"You," I said. "On our bed. A big fella, bigger than me every way there is, black, and you down on your knees in front of him with his cock in both your hands because you can't get one round it. And me over in the chair. Watching him give you what I can't."

Her breath went out of her slowly. She shifted closer and I felt the whole warm length of her come up against my side, one leg thrown over mine, and her hand slid down off my chest and took hold of me, and I jumped in her fist.

"Say the word for it," she murmured against my neck. "You keep going round it. Say the actual word."

"A big black cock," I said. "I want to watch you take a big black cock, Hol. I've wanted it for years."

She made a sound at that, low, that wasn't quite a laugh, and then she was over me, straddling me in the lamplight with the towel gone somewhere. I got my hands on her, on the heavy soft weight of her tits, her nipples gone hard against my palms, and then down to her hips. She reached between us and guided my cock into her wet cunt and sank down till I was all the way in, and we both breathed out at once. She moved slowly, her hands spread flat on me, her hips rolling steadily, her wet heat working up and down the length of me. I got a thumb down to her clit and she pushed into it, looking down at me the whole time.

"Like this?" she said. "Is this how she takes him. Your wife."

"Holly—"

"Tell me what he does to me." The careful, precise one from downstairs was nowhere in the room now. "You've had a year of this rattling round up there. Tell me."

So I gave her the lot, and she rode me to it — his hands, how big he was, her stretched round something she'd never had, me kept back in the chair, not allowed to touch, said out loud in our bedroom for the first time in our marriage. She got wetter the more I said, her pussy gone slick and hot around me. And part-way through, with her working herself on me and her breath going ragged, I had the clear cold thought that I was barely a part of this. She was riding my ordinary cock and coming alive on a man who was nowhere near our bed. It should have cooled me right off. It did the opposite, and that shamed me even as I got harder for it.

She came first, hard, a hand pressed flat over her own mouth out of old habit, even though there were no kids down the hall to wake. The clench of her cunt set me off underneath her, and I came inside her with my hands holding her hips down onto me.

She stayed there after, still joined, catching her breath, her hair come loose from its pin. Then she lay down along me and put her mouth by my ear.

"Is there a real one?" she whispered. "When you picture it. Is it just a man off a screen, or is it somebody?"

I should have lied. I had about a second to lie, and I let it slide past.

"Somebody," I said.

I felt her go still against me. She stayed where she was, her palm flat to me again, her breath gone completely quiet against my ear.

"Who."

The lamp was still on. Down the garden, faint through the open window, Terrence's back door went and I heard him call the dog in for the night, one short whistle and the name.

"Terrence," I said.
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"There'll be rules," she said. "If we're doing this. I've had a think about it, and you'll both keep to them or it doesn't happen at all."

It was two days on from the bedroom, a Saturday morning, and she stood at the sink with her back to me, washing the breakfast things she could easily have left for the machine. She'd been quiet about it since — not cold, she'd made me my tea and laughed at something on the radio, but quiet, turning it over somewhere I couldn't see. I'd long since learned to let her come to a thing in her own time, and now she had.

"Okay," I said. "Whatever they are."

"One. He wears something, every time, no arguments, I don't care what anyone's on." She rinsed a plate and stood it in the rack without looking round. "Two. You're there. I'm not doing it behind your back and I'm not having it be some sordid thing I sneak off to. You wanted to watch, so you watch — in front of you, or not at all."

"Yeah," I said. "God, yeah. That's the whole point of it, for me."

"I know it is. That's why it's a rule and not a favour." She turned round, drying her hands on the tea towel, and leaned back against the counter and looked at me properly. "Three. You don't get to go quiet on me afterwards. Whatever it does to you in your head, you tell me. If it's making you miserable I want to know that night, not find out in six months when you've gone strange on me. Open. Both ways. That's the one that actually matters."

"Open," I said. "I can do open, both ways."

She looked at me a second, weighing whether she believed me, then nodded once like she'd ticked a box.

"And I'm back on the pill," she said, more ordinary now, folding the tea towel over the oven rail. "Started the packet Thursday. Belt and braces. He wears something too, that's not up for discussion, but I'm not trusting a thing like that to a bit of rubber on its own."

I didn't have an answer to that, and I stood there aware of my own heartbeat while she squared off the folded towel. She'd thought it all the way through — she'd gone into a chemist somewhere between school breaking up and this conversation, bought the thing and got herself started on it, never said a word to me, and worked out for herself that a condom can split. It should have been the dull, practical end of it. Instead it went through me low and hot, the plain fact that she was already this far down the road ahead of me.

"You've really thought about this," I said.

"'Course I have. You've had years, apparently." There was nothing sharp in it. She came and sat down opposite me at the table where the other night I'd told her the lot. "I've had about three days. So yes, I've thought about it, because one of us has to think about the actual bins-and-johnnies of it, and it clearly wasn't going to be you." She turned her mug on the table. "Can I ask you something, and you answer me straight?"

I nodded for her to go on.

"Do you actually want it to be him? Or did you just say the first name that was handy because he happened to be over the fence?"

I made myself hold still and not look away. "Him," I said. "It's him. Has been for a while, if I'm honest — since before I could've told you so."

She took that in. Whatever she did with it, she kept it off her face; she nodded, and turned the mug back the other way.

"Right. Then you can be the one to sort out getting him round, because I'm not knocking on next door with it. That part's yours."

In the end I got him here the only honest way I had, which was to finally fix the fence. I went out on the Friday evening with the spare slat that had been in the shed since spring and a bag of screws. I made a proper meal of it, banging about long enough that he came to his back door to see what the racket was.

"You're never fixing that," he said, over the top of the panel. "All summer I've watched you not fix that."

"Thought I'd finally shut you up about it."

"Here, hold on." And he came round, the way I'd hoped he would, through his own gate and round by the front because the fence was the whole problem. He took the slat off me and had it seated and screwed in properly in about a quarter of the time it would've taken me. Bruno came through the gap one last time before it was blocked, made a circuit of the runner beans out of habit, and gave it up. Terrence crouched to hold the bottom of the panel while I did the last screws. This close, in the low sun, he was just a lot of man — the T-shirt tight across his back and shoulders, a plain animal ease in how he shifted his own weight about. Nothing to prove with any of it. I'm not a big lad, I've said as much. Kneeling next to him over that last screw, I was aware the whole way through of how much more of him there was than there was of me.

Holly came out with three beers before I'd asked her to.

"Sit down a minute," she said, handing them round. "You've earned it, the pair of you. God, it only took you the whole summer."

So the three of us sat out on the deck in the last of the sun, the dog flopped over Terrence's foot, and it was easy, easier than it had any right to be. He told a story about a client who'd fainted on him that morning, and Holly laughed properly, head back. I sat there with my beer knowing what was underneath it, and I couldn't see how you got from here to there — from three people and a dog and a summer evening to the thing we'd sat at the kitchen table and made rules about.

Then Holly did it for me, because I never would have.

"Terrence," she said. "Can I ask you something a bit personal? Tell me to mind my own if you like."

"Go on."

"Are you seeing anyone? Since Sandra."

"Not really." He tipped his beer. "Bit of this and that. Nothing I'd bring round yours."

"No — right." And then she just went at it, level, the same voice she'd used at the sink. "Because Owen and I have been talking about something this last week, and it involves you, and I'd sooner say it to your face like a grown-up than have it go awkward every time we're all in the garden." She glanced at me. I couldn't have opened my mouth to save my life. "He's got a thing he's wanted for years — watching me, with another man. And when he pictures the other man, lately, it's been you."

Nobody said anything. Bruno sighed on the decking. I made myself look at Terrence instead of at the table, and to his credit he didn't laugh and he didn't leer; he just sat with it a second, looking from her to me and back.

"Right," he said slowly. "And this is the pair of you asking me. Not just you." The second part he said straight to me.

"Both of us," Holly said. "There are conditions, but yes, both of us."

"You're sure." He wasn't looking at her now; he was looking at me, steady, and there was nothing easy left in it, it had gone very direct. "Because I've seen how this goes wrong, mate, and it's the fella in your chair it goes wrong for. So I'll hear it from you. Do you actually want this, or are you saying yes to keep her happy?"

"I want it," I said. It came out lower than I'd meant. "I've wanted it a long time."

He kept looking at me a second, then nodded.

"Okay," he said. "Then let's not do this out here with the Prentices' bathroom light on."

We went in through the back. Holly put the little lamp on in the front room instead of the big light and pulled the curtains, and for a moment the three of us just stood there among our own furniture, the telly dark, a summer evening's worth of nothing on. It had been one thing to make rules at the kitchen table. It was another thing entirely to be standing in my own living room in my socks while a man I'd been fixing a fence with earlier that evening looked at my wife.

Terrence was the one who moved, and he didn't rush it. He set his beer down and crossed to her and put a hand up to the side of her face, and she went very still, looking up at him, and he asked her quietly whether she was sure. She said yes, barely, and he kissed her — just his mouth on hers, one big hand along her jaw — and I watched her hands come up and take hold of his forearm the way you grab something solid to keep your feet.

"Sit yourself down, mate," he said to me over the top of her head, not unkindly. "Get comfortable."

So I did. There's an armchair off to one side of the room, and I lowered myself into it. Me in the chair, off to the side, my wife across the room with a man who wasn't me — I'd played it out in my head since I was seventeen. Except it was her actual body under her summer top, and our actual lamp, and my heart was going so hard I could hear it in my ears.

He undressed her standing up, slowly, his hands dark on her pale skin under the lamp as he drew her top up over her head and dropped it. He got her bra off and her tits were out, heavy and full and familiar, and his hands looked huge cupping them, his thumbs going back and forth over her nipples until they stood up hard, and she made a small sound and pushed into his palms. All our married life I'd had those in my hands. Watching another man's dark fingers close over them, my mouth went dry and my cock ached in my jeans, and I hadn't so much as touched myself.

He worked her jeans and knickers down and she stepped out of them, naked now in our front room. He ran a hand down the flat of her belly and between her legs, and whatever he found there made him huff a low laugh into her hair.

"You're soaking," he told her. "You are absolutely soaking, love."

"I know," she said, unsteady, and there it was, the careful sink-and-kitchen-table voice gone out of her completely. "I know I am… God."

He got his own shirt off, then his shorts, and I kept my eyes on him, because that was the whole point, and when he took himself out I heard Holly's breath catch and I understood why. I'd known he'd be bigger. I hadn't known it would be like that. His cock came out already thick and dark and heavy, only half-hard and still bigger than I am at my best, and something went cold and tight in my chest at the plain size of it even as my own cock jumped. She reached for it like she couldn't help herself and got a hand round it, or tried to, her fingers nowhere near meeting, and I saw my wife's pale hand fail to close round a black cock and felt the floor go out from under me.

"Christ, Terrence," she breathed, staring at it. "I can't even get my fingers round it. Look… look at my hand."

"I know, love. Get down there for me."

She went down onto her knees in front of him, there in the middle of the room, and took him in both hands and still couldn't cover the whole of him. She looked up once — not at me, at him — and then put her mouth on it. She could get the head in and not much more. I watched her stretch her jaw round it and take it as deep as she could and gag and pull off with a string of spit and go straight back down, trying again, wanting it. And this was a woman I'd had to talk into most things.

"Easy," Terrence said, gathering her hair back off her face in one hand so he could watch. "You don't have to take it all tonight. Nobody takes that all their first time. Just there. Good girl."

"I want to," Holly said, pulling off him wet and breathing hard. "God, I want to, I want all of it." And she went back down on his black cock with both hands working the base of what she couldn't fit in her mouth, greedy with it in a way I had never once seen from her.

"You will," he said easily, watching her struggle with the size of him. "You'll learn to take this big black cock, love. Look at you already trying."

"Good girl" out of his mouth, to my wife, in my own sitting room, and she moaned round him at it. I had a hand pressed flat on myself through my jeans before I'd decided to.

He let her work him a while, wet and loud in the quiet of the room, then lifted her up under the arms like she weighed nothing, laid her back on the sofa, knelt on the floor and put his mouth between her legs. Her hips came up off the cushion. He held her open with those big dark hands and ate her slowly, in no hurry at all, and she got loud fast, one arm flung over her own face, the other hand gripping the back of the sofa.

"Oh… oh fuck," she was saying, "oh fuck, right there, I can't…"

"You can," he said into her, and went back to it.

I don't know how long I sat there. Long enough to have my own zip down and my cock out in my fist, and I wasn't even ashamed of it. She came like that, on his mouth, her whole body pulling tight and then letting go, biting down on her own arm out of the same old married habit she'd had two nights back. He stayed on her the whole way through it, until she was pushing his head off, too much.

Then he sat back on his heels and looked over at me, easy as anything, and put his hand out.

"You got something for me, or are we doing this the way you said?"

That part was mine. We'd made it a rule and the rule was mine to keep. My hand shook when I dug the condom out of my jeans pocket, where I'd put it before we came inside. I leaned out of the chair and gave it to him. That was the nearest I came to being in it — handing another man a johnny to fuck my wife with. He rolled it down over himself, and even sheathed the size of him was obscene, and Holly watched him do it with her knees fallen open and her chest going.

"Come here, then," she said to him, not to me. "Come on. I have to see if I can even…"

He got over her on the sofa, one knee up on the cushion, took himself in his hand and ran the head of it up and down through her, and she was so wet I could hear it. Then he started to push. She took the first of it and grabbed his arm.

"Slow — go slow," she gasped. "Oh my god… slowly…"

"I've got you," he said. "Breathe. Let it open for me. There you go — there you go, look at that." And he worked it into her by degrees, watching her face, feeding her a little more each time she let a breath out. By the time he was properly in her she was making a sound I'd never once heard out of her before, high and broken and not remotely careful. Her pale legs were up round his dark back. His hands were spread over her thighs, holding her open for it. I could see exactly where they were joined, the stretch of her pale pussy round his dark cock. I sat six feet off with my cock in my fist and watched my wife take a big black cock for the first time, harder than I've ever been in my life, and it was one thing I would never be able to give her.

"There she is," Terrence said, low, starting to move in her. "There's my good girl. Look at you taking that. This tight little white pussy was made for it, wasn't it? Say it."

"It was," Holly gasped, gone now, her hands scrabbling at his back. "Oh god, it was, it's so big, I've never… fuck, I've never…"

He fucked her slowly and deep, most of the way out and all the way back in, and I watched every stroke of it.

"That's it — that's my girl taking it," he told her, low and steady, not stopping. "You feel how deep that big cock is? You're going to be ruined for anything else after this. This little white pussy is mine now. Say it."

"It's yours," she gasped, "god, it's yours, I'm yours…"

None of it was said to me, and that was the part that got to me the most. He got a thumb down onto her clit and worked it while he stayed buried in her, and she came again round his cock, clamping down and crying out, her heels dug into his back. Only then did the easy control go out of him. He hauled both her legs up and started really driving into her, the sofa knocking the wall, her whole body shunting up the cushions with each thrust, until he pushed deep and held himself there and came with a long, low groan, his back knotting up with it.

The room was very loud, and then very quiet.

He stayed in her a moment, breathing, then drew out carefully, holding the base of the condom, and knelt back on his heels. Holly lay there wrecked and open and glowing, one foot still hooked over the sofa arm. Terrence stripped the johnny off, knotted it, looked round for somewhere to put it, and I got up on legs that didn't feel like mine and fetched him a bit of kitchen roll, because who else was going to.

"Cheers." He wrapped it and set it on the side. Then he did a thing I hadn't expected. He didn't reach for his shorts — he reached for Holly. Got a hand round her ankle and brought her foot down off the sofa arm gently, pulled the throw up over her legs, and asked her if she wanted water. When she nodded, he looked over at me. "You want some water, mate?"

I fetched three glasses of water like a man laying a table.

He didn't hang about after, which I was grateful for without being able to say so. He drank his water and got his shorts and T-shirt back on, easy about all of it, no swagger and no shame in him, and at the back door he stopped and put his hand out. I shook it — the same hand I'd shaken over the fence an hour before I fixed it. "Night, mate," he said. "You did good." Then, softer, to Holly: "Night, love. Drink that water." He let himself out into the dark, and a minute later his security light blinked on through the gap in the curtains as he crossed his own garden, and off again, and he was home. He hadn't gone across town in a taxi. He'd gone next door, shut his own back door behind him, and that was that.

Holly and I didn't say much clearing up, and there wasn't much to clear. She wrapped the throw round herself, I turned the lamp off, and we went up. She had a quick shower while I lay on the bed the way I had two nights earlier, except it was all different now, because it wasn't a thing in my head any more. It had happened, on our own sofa, an hour ago.

She came in and got under the covers against me, cool and damp from the shower, and put her head on my chest.

"You alright?" she said. "You went somewhere at the end there. I saw you go."

"I'm alright." I got my arm round her. "Are you? That's… Hol, that's the actual question. Was it okay? Was it too much?"

"It wasn't too much." She was quiet a moment, her hand flat on my chest. "It was a lot. But it wasn't too much." Then, and I felt her decide to say it, "Was it what you wanted? Watching. Was it how you'd pictured it?"

"Yeah," I said. "It was better than I'd pictured. Miles better."

"Good." She pressed her face into my neck. "Then that's why we did it. For you." She said it the way you say a thing you've decided is true and mean to hold onto.

And I lay there with my wife, smelling of her own soap and faintly of him underneath it, and I was already hard again. When I moved against her she reached down without a word and took me in her hand and guided me in, still open and slick and hot from what he'd done. I pushed into a wife who'd been fucked an hour before by a cock I couldn't come close to, and I wanted her so badly it frightened me, and I hated that half the want was his doing. I didn't last, and I never stood a chance. She held me through it with a hand on the back of my head, telling me it was okay, it was okay, and I couldn't have told you which of us she was steadying.

After, in the dark, nearly asleep, she said it into my shoulder, so quietly I almost let it go past.

"He's just there, though. Isn't he." No worry in it. Something else. "Any time we want."

She was asleep almost before she'd finished the thought. I lay awake a good while longer, listening to the ordinary quiet of the house, and to the man next door — twenty feet off through two walls, going to sleep in his own bed after fucking my wife better than I ever had.
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Inearly didn't go to football that Wednesday.

I've played five-a-side on a Wednesday for years — the same eight or nine blokes on a booked court at the leisure centre, half of us past it and none of us willing to admit it, then a quick pint after at the Gardeners for anyone who can be bothered. It's the one fixed thing in my week, and Holly could set a clock by it: out the door at quarter to seven, home by ten.

Since the Friday, the thing we'd done had been sitting in the house with us, and neither of us quite knew how you were meant to carry on afterwards. We'd agreed it would happen again. We'd never fixed a when or a how, and I'd quietly assumed that when it did I'd be there for it, sat in the chair, exactly the way we'd said. That was the rule I'd been handed. It was all the part I had in it.

I dug my kit bag out from under the stairs. Holly was at the table with a stack of her Reception kids' summer workbooks and a pen she was only pretending to use.

"You off?" she asked.

"Unless you'd rather I stayed in."

It was out of my mouth before I'd properly decided to say it.

She looked up slowly. "Why would I want you to stay in?"

"No reason. Go on, then. I'll see you about ten."

She looked at me a second longer than she needed to, then bent back over the workbook she clearly wasn't marking, and I told myself I'd imagined it and I left.

I was rubbish. I'm never much good, but I was worse than usual, standing off the play and letting balls roll past me that I'd normally have got a foot to, my head one house down the road and over a mended fence. Deano put four past me on his own and asked at the break whether I was dying.

"Late one at work," I told him.

"You look like death, mate."

"Cheers for that."

I checked my phone in the changing rooms after, and there was a message off Holly that had been sitting there since half eight.

bruno's through the fence again [image: face with rolling eyes] taking him back round. dont wait up if the pub's on x

I must have read it six times over. Terrence had screwed that fence shut himself the Friday before, kneeling in the garden with my bag of screws, and the dog couldn't get through it any more. Holly knew that perfectly well. She'd stood beside me and watched him do it. There was no dog in our garden, and both of us knew it. She'd sent me a soft little lie with a cartoon dog on the end of it.

I gave the pub a miss and drove home with the radio off.

I came round the close and the Prentices' bedroom light was burning the way it always is, that pair never seeming to go up, and I sat outside my own house a minute with the engine ticking over. Both our cars on the drive, his on his. Everyone home, everyone where they ought to be, and my wife next door.

The house was unlit when I got in. Her marking still lay spread on the table, her phone gone from the side, her sandals missing from beside the door. I stood in the hall with the bag over my shoulder and knew she was already gone, that the wall ahead of me had the two of them behind it.

The light stayed off. I ran myself a glass of water I had no intention of drinking and stood at the sink in the black kitchen. It was the same one she'd laid out her three rules at, a week and a half back. Through the window I could just make out the mended fence — the fresh slat pale against the weathered ones, my one honest bit of DIY all year — the one I'd sorted so a man could come through the gate like a neighbour. And I went hard standing there, my hand pressed to myself through my shorts, aching and ashamed and unable to stop, a man twice my size the far side of that wall with my wife. I waited a long time.

Gone eleven, his security light came on and threw the side return bright through our blinds. His gate went, then ours, and I watched her come back across the lawn barefoot, her sandals dangling from one hand. She had a walk on her I knew well, careful and loose at once, the walk she has coming back to bed. She didn't know I was at the window. She got the door open and reached in for the switch, and had it half-thrown before she caught sight of me standing there, and stopped dead with her hand flat on the wall.

"God, Owen." Her other hand flew to her chest. "You frightened the life out of me. What are you doing lurking in here?"

"Waiting up for you," I said quietly.

She didn't answer that. She stayed where she was with the light still off and her hand on the switch, and she had no need to answer it, because it was written all over her: her mouth swollen, her hair down out of its clip, the colour still high in her throat, her shoes in her hand and the grass off the lawn on her bare feet.

"Put the light on, Hol." I heard how flat my own voice was. "Don't stand there in the black."

She turned it on. In the light she looked worse and better at once — flushed, her lipstick long gone, a red mark rising on the side of her neck that she didn't know was there yet. She looked exactly like a woman who'd been thoroughly seen to, and it went through me hot and sick together.

"You're home early," she said. "You never come back before ten."

"I couldn't sit in a pub tonight." I drew a chair out from the table and stood behind it rather than sitting. "Hol. What have you done."

She ran herself a glass at the tap, drank half of it looking out at the black window, then turned and set her back to the sink and told me.

"I'm going to tell you all of it," she said steadily. "That was the deal. Open, both ways — I said it myself, stood right here. So you ask me whatever you want and I'll give it you straight. But you have to let me get it out first."

"Okay."

She'd been the one to text him, she said — not the other way about. That came out first and it went in the deepest. She'd been out with a glass of wine after I'd gone and heard him round the back of his place with the dog. And she'd — her own words — "just thought, why am I sat here waiting for it to get arranged." So she'd messaged him, asked lightly if he fancied some company. He'd told her to come round.

"You went round on your own," I said. It wasn't really a question; I only needed it out loud in the room. "With me not even there."

"Yes."

"That's not — Holly, that's not what we⁠—"

"I know what it isn't." She said it gently. "I know exactly what it isn't. Let me tell you or don't, but leave that bit for a minute."

So I let her, and she told me. How she'd let herself through his gate and round the back and found him only just done putting some client through a session in the garage he's rigged out as a gym — the roller door up, the sweat still on him, a towel slung round his neck. How he'd got her a beer without asking whether she wanted one, and the two of them stood about in his kitchen making the sort of talk you make when you both know precisely why you're there. How she'd got halfway down the bottle before he set his own down and crossed the floor and kissed her, a big hand fisted in her hair. And that was as far as the talking got.

And while she told it, I was building all of it behind my eyes whether I wanted to or not. My wife in another man's house, her wine going warm on the side. His dark hands sliding up under the summer dress I'd watched her put on that morning. She said he'd turned her round and bent her over the worktop right there, before he'd even got her up the stairs. I could see it far too clearly. Her palms flat on the counter, the dress rucked up over her arse, him crowding in behind her a foot taller and twice my width. One big hand come round to her tits, the other steering the fat black head of his cock through how wet she already was and notching it up against her cunt. Then feeding it up into her by degrees, bare — the whole thick length she'd never once got her fingers round. One broad hand splayed on the small of her back to hold her bent over the worktop while he worked her open on it.

"He took me from behind, over the side," she murmured, her voice dropping right down. "Standing up. He's so big I had to grab the taps and just hang on and take it. And bare like that I felt every inch of it go in — Owen, I could hardly keep my own feet under me."

"Did he wear something." My mouth had gone dry as paper. Rule one, the very first thing she'd stood at this sink and laid down, no arguments — and I read the answer in her face before she gave it me.

She was quiet a second.

"No," she admitted.

The kitchen went completely still.

"He went to," she said, into the hush. "I want you to hear that part. He stopped, and reached for one, and asked me — he always asks, he's careful like that. And I stopped him." She made herself hold my eyes. "I said I was on the pill. Said I wanted to feel it properly. It was me, Owen. He'd have put one on happily. It was me that said don't bother."

I had nothing for that straight away. I stood dumbly there in my football kit and pictured it. My wife reaching back to catch his wrist and wave the rubber away. Telling a man built like that she wanted it bare, nothing at all between them, his dark skin on hers. She wanted every last inch of the thing I'd sat six feet away and watched her fail to close one hand around.

"And?" I could barely get the word up.

"And he did," she breathed, unevenly. "God, I felt him push into me with nothing on and I nearly went off there and then, just off the feel of him going in. You saw the size of him. Skin to skin, it's… I've honestly never felt anything like it in my whole life, I can't even…" She broke off, pressed the back of her hand hard to her mouth, took it away, carried on, because she'd sworn she would. "He carried me up after. Laid me out across his bed and put me on top, so I had to take it at my own pace, sinking down the whole way onto him. He just lay back and watched me ride his cock and said things to me."

"Told you what."

"That I belonged to him now." Her eyes had filled but she held them steady on me. "That once I'd had a big black cock bare I'd never manage without one again. That my pussy was his now." She swallowed. "You know the kind of thing he says. He only said it the once, and I sat straight down on the full length of him and worked my own clit and came so hard I saw stars."

I saw that as well, couldn't not — my wife up astride him on his bed, her pale body working the whole black length of him bare. Taking right to the bottom the thing I'd watched her strain just to fit the head of into her mouth a week ago. My own cock was rigid in my shorts, and I hated it, and could do nothing about either.

"Did he finish inside you."

She nodded slowly.

"Say it to me, Hol. I need it said."

"He came inside me." She said it plainly, the shame and the other thing both there in it together. "He held me right down on him and emptied himself up into me bare, and I let him, I wanted him to."

And that was there in my head as well — him gripping her by the hips and holding her right down onto him. Grinding up one last time and letting go inside my wife, nothing at all in the way of it, the whole of him spending straight up into her bare. A thing I'd only ever watched happen to strangers on a screen at eleven at night. Here it was, done for real, in a bed the far side of our own fence.

"He got me a towel after," she went on, "and a glass of water, and saw me out to the gate in the dark, easy as anything, like I'd only come round to borrow the lawnmower. And I pulled my dress back on and walked home over the grass with his cum still inside me." Her face crumpled and steadied. "That's the part I can't get round. I came back across our own garden with another man's spend running down the inside of my leg and let myself in at the back door…"

She left it there. I'd stood at that window and watched her do exactly that — come back barefoot over the lawn, walking the way she'd walked — with his spend still in her the whole way across.

I kept expecting to be angry. I stood waiting for the anger to arrive, because a part of me understood exactly what she was describing — some old part that had nothing to do with any fantasy, that just knew she was mine and she'd gone and given herself to somebody else. The anger never came. I was hard enough to hurt and sick with the shame of it, and under the shame sat the cold flat thing I'd first felt on the sofa that Friday, gone bigger now. My wife could get to a place I was never once going to be able to take her. I'd handed the man a rubber out of my own pocket a week back and called that being in it. While I was busy losing at football, he'd had her bare over his worktop and up on his bed, somewhere I couldn't follow.

"Say something," she said. "Owen. Please. You've gone the way you went on Friday, only worse — I can see it on you." She came off the sink and stood right up close to me, and I could smell it on her clearly now, under her own scent: the clean gym-sweat smell of next door, on my wife. "I broke both your rules tonight. I went round there by myself and let him have me bare, and I honestly can't tell you what's got into me, because that isn't me, is it? I run a class of five-year-olds. I'm the woman the whole street trusts with their spare key." Her voice thinned right out. "And tonight I stood in that man's kitchen and told him to skip the johnny like it was the most natural thing going."

"You didn't start any of it," I said. "I did. I'm the one who's been quietly typing it into a box at eleven at night for a year. You only went round there because of me."

"Did I, though." She looked at me dead level, and for a second the guilt slid clean off her face, and what was left frightened me more than all the rest of it. "Did I go for you, tonight. There was nobody sitting at that table stopping me, was there. I'm honestly not sure I did any of it for you at all."

"Is this how it goes now, then?" I got it out quietly. "Wednesdays. Me off to football, you over the fence." I hadn't meant to ask it. It came out on its own. "Is that the arrangement now?"

"I don't know." She wrapped her arms round herself. "I honestly don't know what it is, Owen. Ask me in the morning."

Then she seemed to catch her own voice, and the guilt came back down over the top of it, and she said she badly needed a shower and went up. The water started through the ceiling. I stayed down there a good while with the bag lying where I'd let it drop.

I went up after her. She was already under the covers when I came out of the bathroom, turned on her side away from the lamp, her damp hair dark on the pillow. I got in behind her and kept my hands to myself, unsure yet what reaching for her would even mean tonight.

"Owen," she murmured, to the wall.

"Yeah."

"Don't let me do that again." Small and clear. "Going round on my own. The bare. Whatever tonight turned into — don't you let me."

I put my arm over her. She caught my hand in the dark, drew it in against her chest and held it there tightly, and went on holding it. I lay in close behind my wife with her heart going hard under my knuckles, and I hadn't the first idea whether she'd still want the whole night taken back come the morning.
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By the time I came down on the Thursday she'd already made her mind up. I could see it on her before she said a word, in the ordinary way she was moving round the kitchen, buttering toast and slotting mugs into the machine, none of the careful stillness she'd stood at the sink with the night before. She'd told me to ask her in the morning. In the end she got there first.

"I've been awake since six turning it over," she said, and put a plate down in front of me. "So you can stop looking at me like I'm about to fall apart. I'm not taking it back. I thought I might, lying there in the night, but I don't, sat here now."

"You told me not to let you do it again." I said it carefully. "Last night. You made me promise."

"I know what I said." She leaned back against the counter with her tea, settled, wanting to say it standing up. "That was me scared of it, gone eleven, with it all still… with it still on me. I meant every word at the time. I just don't mean it this morning, and I'm not going to sit here and let you build the rest of our summer on a thing I said when I was frightened."

I ate a bit of toast I didn't really want, mostly to have something to do with my hands. "So what do you mean this morning?"

"I want to say something, and I need you to let me get it all out before you start reassuring me. Same as I let you talk, that first night." She waited until I nodded. "You keep telling me I only went round there because of you. You said it again last night, that you started it, it's your fantasy, I'm doing you some big kindness putting up with it." She turned her mug slowly, a half-circle on the counter. "It's not true, Owen. And I think we've got to stop saying it, because one of us is going to get properly hurt if we keep pretending it is."

"Hol—"

"Let me." She held a hand up, not sharp, just firm. "I noticed him before I ever found what was on that tablet." Level and plain, and she made herself keep her eyes on me while she said it. "Back in the spring, when he first moved in. I'd be out the back and he'd be doing his weights with the door up, or out with the dog, and I used to watch him a lot more than I'd any business to. Then I'd feel daft about it and go in and put the kettle on. So when it turned out my husband had spent a whole year wanting to watch me with a big black man… and there was one already living the other side of our fence." She sipped her tea, watching me. "I didn't have to be talked into anything. Half of me had a head start on you, and I've let you carry it like it was all your doing, and that's not fair on either of us."

I should have felt got at, I suppose. Some small part of me did, somewhere under everything. But the bigger part, the part I'm least proud of, felt my cock stir under the table at my own wife sitting there in the morning light, telling me plainly she'd wanted the man next door since before I'd even put his name to it. That I hadn't handed her a thing.

"Right…" I managed. "Okay."

"There's the other bit too." She set her tea down. "The bit neither of us has said. He's not going anywhere. We're not going anywhere. This isn't a lads' weekend or a one-off in a hotel we come home from and never mention. He's right the other side of that wall, for good, and so are we." She said this flatly, like she was reading me terms off a page. "Whatever this turns into, I need us honest that it hasn't got an ending. It just becomes how we live, day to day."

"I know," I said, because I did know it, and had spent a fortnight carefully not looking at it.

"And it's a small close." She glanced at the window. "Barbara Prentice caught me at the front this morning putting the bin out. Asked me was everything alright next door — all the coming and going he seems to have." A dry little twist of her mouth. "She misses nothing, that woman. I stood there and told her he's a personal trainer, clients in and out all day, which is true enough as far as it goes. But you see what I'm getting at. If we're doing this, we do it carefully, because those two across the way aren't moving either, and they've got a clear view of both our gates."

She came off the counter then and stood over the table, and I sat there under her and let her go on.

"So here's what I think, and then you can say your piece." She counted it off on the tabletop with one finger, the way she takes the register. "The condom's done. It went last night and I'm not going to pretend it's coming back, because I've had it bare now and I don't want it any other way. I'm on the pill, that holds. Second rule stays — you're there — but it stays because I choose to have you there, not because you need minding. It's just better with you in the room. And open, both ways, that one never moves." She stopped counting. "But they're mine now, Owen. Not yours. You don't get to dig a johnny out your pocket and hand it over and call that being part of it. That's finished."

I sat there. There wasn't a lot to say. She'd taken the whole thing off me across one kitchen table, and I could hear my own pulse going in it.

"And I want him in our bed," she said, before I'd found any words at all. "Not the sofa. Not round his. Ours. With you in the room." She held my eye. "I've tried to work out why and I can't give you a tidy reason for it… only that I'm done having it shoved off to one side, like it never touched us. I want it in the middle of everything… in the bed."

She wanted him in our bed. The bed I'd slept in beside her our whole marriage, where the worst thing that had ever happened between us was me finishing too quickly and her being kind about it. I heard myself say yes to it, low, and I was hard in my shorts saying it, and I hated the little cold drop that came in right behind the wanting — that once this was done there'd not be one square foot of the house left that was only ours.

She had him round on the Saturday, and she arranged every bit of it herself. She'd texted him earlier in the week — I knew because she told me straight out, no version of it where I found the messages on a screen and it went bad. I didn't fix a thing or arrange a thing. I sat in the front room at half eight with the telly on low and a beer going warm in my hand while my wife got herself ready upstairs, and at nine there was his knock at our own back door. She came down and let him in in a summer dress with nothing under it and took him up our stairs by the hand. I followed the pair of them up. That was the whole of my part now, just following — a man going up my own staircase ahead of me to my own bedroom, my wife leading him by the hand.

She'd put both the lamps on, not the shy little one she'd used downstairs that first Friday. She wanted to see it properly. Terrence looked round the room once, easily, taking in the bed and the wardrobe and the photo of the two of us on her side, and if any of it bothered him it didn't show; he'd made his peace with being the big man in other men's houses a long time back. Then he turned to Holly and got a hand into her hair and kissed her, and she went up on her toes into it, and I stood just inside the door of my own bedroom and watched him start.

He got the dress off over her head in one go — she'd made it easy, one zip at the side — and then she was naked in our lamplight in front of him. He stood her back a step to look at her properly. He ran the flat of his hand slowly down from her throat, over her heavy tits, down her belly and lower, and pushed two fingers up into her while she stood there and let him do it. She was already so wet I saw it catch the light on his fingers when he drew them back out. His dark hand moved over her pale skin, and it was our bed a foot behind her, the covers I sleep under turned down ready because she'd turned them down ready, and I had to look at the floor for a second.

"Christ, you're wet," he said quietly, almost approvingly. "Get on the bed for me."

She lay back across it, on the pillows where she sleeps. He pushed his shorts down and his cock came out heavy and already thickening, and I heard the breath go out of Holly. She'd seen it twice now and it still did that to her. He climbed up onto the bed, which groaned under him the way it never does under me, pushed her thighs wide with his hands and put his mouth on her cunt. She got loud straightaway, one hand flying down into his hair. He ate her slowly and without any hurry at all, his tongue working her clit while she rocked herself up against his face, and she was gone in under a minute, gasping and swearing and grinding up onto his mouth until she came, loudly, her heels scrabbling in the covers.

Then she was reaching down for him, pulling weakly at his shoulders.

"Come up here," she said, unsteadily. "Let me… I want to try again."

He moved up and knelt across her chest and fed his cock to her, and this time she took more of it than she had that first night in the front room. Not all of it — nobody was ever taking all of that — but she got the fat black head and a good few inches past into her mouth, her jaw stretched wide, one hand working the base of what wouldn't fit. She stayed with it, breathing hard through her nose, her eyes wet and turned up to his face. A week and a half back she'd gagged and pulled straight off after the head. Now she was learning the size of him, hungrily, and I stood and watched my wife get better at sucking a big black cock than she'd ever once needed to be for me.

"That's it," Terrence said, low, gathering her hair back in one fist so he could watch. "Get it good and wet. You're going to want it wet for what's coming."

She pulled off him with a gasp, a long string of spit hanging off her lip, and lay back and reached both arms up.

"Then come and do it," she said. "In our bed. I want you in me in here."

He got over her. I'd come round to the side of the bed by then, and I sat down on the edge of it near her head. She turned and found my hand and gripped it hard. That was where I was for it — sat on my own side of my own bed, holding my wife's hand, while another man knelt between her open legs and pushed the thick head of his cock against her. She was so wet with wanting it that I actually heard the first inch go in, and she crushed my fingers.

"Oh — oh God, slowly," she got out. "Slow."

"I've got you." He fed it into her by degrees, watching her face carefully, giving her a little more each time she let a breath go. I sat there and watched her pussy stretch open round a big black cock with nothing at all between them, bare, in the bed we've slept in half our lives. When he was most of the way into her she made a sound I'd never heard off her and turned her face to me. She pulled my hand up against her mouth, and then kissed me instead, deep, with him buried in her, and I kissed her back with my heart slamming.

"You alright?" she breathed against my mouth. Not to him — to me.

"Yeah…" My voice had gone to nothing. "Are you⁠—"

"I'm so full," she whispered, and a laugh came apart in her throat. "God, Owen, I'm so full of his cock."

"I know, I can see." It came out rough. "Take it. I want you to take all of it."

It was the first thing I'd said out loud in a room he was in, and she moaned at it and turned her face back up to him and gave herself over completely. He started to move in her, long and slow and deep, most of the way out and then all the way home again, his dark back working steadily over her pale body. The bed rocked under the pair of them with me sat right there on the edge of it.

"There she is," he said. "Whose cunt is this now. Say it for me."

"Yours," she gasped. She had my hand crushed in one of hers and a fistful of the sheet in the other. "It's yours — fuck — my pussy's yours."

"That's it. Learning it now, aren't you?" He came up onto his knees, hauled her legs up over his arms and folded her nearly in half, and drove down into her harder, and she came apart under him. She cried out with no thought at all for the Prentices or the open window or all the married years of biting it quiet. Then he pulled his cock free of her, slick and gleaming, and rolled her over.

"Up." She scrambled onto her hands and knees on the mattress, facing me, and he moved in behind her and pushed back up into her in one long stroke. She dropped onto her forearms with her face inches off my lap and groaned into the sheets. I'd shifted back against the headboard by then. She looked up and watched my face while he fucked her from behind, her mouth open, her whole body driven forward with every thrust of him — my wife on all fours in our bed, taking a black cock she couldn't get two hands round, and holding my eyes the whole time to make sure I was seeing it.

"He's so big, Owen," she said, wrecked, jolting on it. "God, look at me. Look how he fucks me."

"I'm looking." I couldn't have looked away to save my life.

Terrence had one hand spread flat on the small of her back and the other on her hip, and he watched himself work in and out of her cunt, unhurried, letting her feel every inch of it go home.

"You're going to sleep in this bed full of my cum tonight," he told her, not unkindly, just laying it down as a fact. "Both of you are." He looked up at me for the last of it, then looked back down at her. "Aren't you?"

"Yes," she sobbed, and I don't think she'd even heard the whole of it, she was so far gone. "Yes — fuck, yes⁠—"

He worked her through another one, until her arms finally gave out and her face went down into the covers with only her hips still up for him. Then he stopped taking his time. He gripped her hips in both big hands, pulled her back hard onto himself and really drove into her, the headboard banging my back where I leaned against it, until he shoved in to the root and held there and came. He groaned long and low, his head dropped back, emptying himself bare up inside my wife in our own bed.

The room rang with it, then fell quiet, just the three of us breathing.

He drew out of her slowly, and I watched it. I watched his cock come out of her and I watched his cum follow it, sliding thickly out onto the sheet she'd turned down for it, white against her pink and against the pale cotton. Holly reached a hand back between her own legs like she couldn't help herself, to feel it, to keep it in. I could have come in my shorts without a finger on myself, purely from the sight of another man's spend leaking out of my wife onto our own bed.

Terrence sat back on his heels, breathing, and rubbed a hand once up the back of her thigh. "You okay?" he asked, and waited until she nodded into the covers. Then he got up and found his shorts and pulled them on, in no hurry and with no strut about it. He used our bathroom, ran the tap a moment, came back. He looked at the two of us on the bed — Holly still face-down and undone, me propped against the headboard fully clothed.

"I'll see myself down," he said. "Night, mate." And to her, more softly, a hand briefly on her ankle: "Night, love. Get some water in you."

He went down our stairs on his own and let himself out the back. I heard his own door go a minute later, and the bolt across, and Bruno let out for a last run round the garden before bed. That was all it took. He was in for the night one wall away, and my wife was lying in our bed full of him.

Holly crawled up under the covers properly, and I got my shoes and jeans off at last and got in beside her, and she came into my chest and lay there, thoroughly spent, her breath still coming ragged. I didn't reach for her. That first Friday I'd been all over her the second he'd gone, unable to help myself, no good to her at all and half hating him for it. Tonight I only held her. She'd gone somewhere I couldn't follow even if she'd wanted me along, wrung right out and heavy and quiet with it, and it wasn't mine to break into.

"It's different in here," she said finally, into my chest, so quietly I nearly missed it. "Isn't it? Having done it in here."

"Yeah."

"I'm glad it was in here." No guilt on it now, none of Wednesday's wobble. She said it plainly, done arguing herself round in circles. "I don't want it to be a thing we did somewhere else. I want it to be a thing we just do."

She was asleep not long after, one leg thrown heavily over mine the way she's slept since we were twenty-three. I lay awake a long while, in sheets that smelled of him now as much as of us. She'd have him again whenever she decided she wanted him — I'd given up telling myself otherwise — and before the summer was out he'd have had her in every room of the house.
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By the middle of August it had settled into something we just did. Nobody announced it. It just settled into the shape of the summer, the same as the long light in the evenings had, or Holly being home all day with her feet up instead of in a classroom. Some weeks it was the once, some weeks twice. She didn't put it to me as a question any more and I didn't pretend I had a vote in it. My part was to be in the room. That was the whole of what was left me, and I'd got used to it, or near enough — not happy about it, just done fighting it.

It was the hot spell that put us out in the garden that Friday. It had been close all week, the sort of muggy August heat that doesn't let up after dark, and the house held it in so the bedroom was no good to anybody. Holly had texted him over herself in the afternoon — I saw her do it, thumbing at the phone with her sunglasses pushed up in her hair. By nine we were out on the deck with the bottles, the three of us, the last of the light long gone and just the little solar lamps she'd stuck along the border giving off anything. Bruno had come through the gate ahead of Terrence and gone straight round the beds nosing for the cat that sits on our wall, and nobody bothered to call him back.

The close was going to bed around us. You could hear it — a telly somewhere, a car door, the Prentices' back light throwing a square of yellow down their lawn two doors up, that upstairs window of theirs burning the way it always burns, the pair of them never seeming to go down. The whole close sits open to itself out back. There's the fence between ours and his, the one I finally mended, and a low one to the Aldridges the other side, and past the back hedge you can see the upstairs windows of the close looking straight down over the lot of us. In the daytime I never think about it. Sat out there in the dark with another man's hand already resting on my wife's bare knee, I thought about it a good deal.

"They can see straight down here from up top, you know," I said. I don't know why I said it. Habit, I suppose.

Terrence didn't take his hand off her knee. "Then they'll get an eyeful, won't they?" he said, easy as anything, and Holly laughed low in her throat, a laugh I didn't recognise, and drank off the last of her wine and set the glass down in the grass.

She went to him first. A month back she'd have waited to be reached for, want it started so she could tell herself she'd been led. Now she just turned in her chair and got a leg over his and kissed him, out there in the open where the Prentices' window looked straight down, her dress rucking up round her thighs, and his big dark hands went straight up under it and got hold of her. I sat six feet off in the other chair with a warm beer going nowhere in my hand and watched my wife climb into a man's lap in our own back garden like she'd been waiting all week for the chance.

"Not out here," she got out against his mouth, not meaning it, already grinding herself down onto him. "God… the neighbours…"

"You keep saying out here like it's me holding you down in the grass." He got a hand up into her hair and drew her head back so she had to look at him. "Stand up."

She stood. He stood with her, unhurried, a head and a half taller than her, and took the hem of her dress in both hands and drew it up and off over her head in one go and dropped it on the boards. And then she was naked in the low light off the solar lamps with the whole sleeping close around us. She put her hands up as if she'd cover herself. He took her by the wrists, gently, and moved them out of the way.

"Leave it," he said. "Let's have a look at you."

He turned her by the shoulder so the light caught her, my wife, all that pale skin gone silvery. He stood close behind her and ran his hands lazily over her, over her heavy tits, down her belly, then lower, two thick fingers pushing between her legs and working her clit while she stood there and took it helplessly. She tipped her head back against his chest and opened her thighs for his hand. His dark skin against her white skin was the thing I could never stop looking at. It always is. Him so black in the low light he was hardly more than a shape, her lit up soft and pale in front of him, his hand busy on her cunt in the open where anyone in the close could have looked out and seen.

"Get down for me," he said, and pressed lightly on her shoulder, and she sank onto her knees on the deck boards in front of him without a word.

He pushed his shorts down and his big black cock swung out heavy and already half hard, and I heard the breath go out of her at how big he was, same as every single time. She took it in both hands. Both hands, and there was still a fist of him left over that neither of them reached round.

"God, it's so big," she said thickly, stroking him. "I love this cock. I love how fucking big it is."

"I know you do. Get as much of that cock down you as you can."

She brought the fat head to her lips and got her mouth over it and worked slowly down the black length of him. Further now than she used to manage, a good deal further. Her jaw stretched wide, her eyes turned up wet to his face. The spit ran down her chin and she didn't care. I sat and watched her work him deeper than she'd have got near a month back.

"There she is." He gathered her hair off her face in one hand so he could see. "Look at her go. You watching this?" That last was to me, thrown over his shoulder, not unkind. "Course you are."

There was nothing to say to that. She had two-thirds of him in her mouth and both hands on the rest, making small hungry sounds around it, and I was hard in my shorts with a beer I'd forgotten I was holding — and he knew it, and she'd have known it too if she'd been anywhere near able to think.

He let her work him a while, then drew himself out of her mouth and brought her up by the elbow. He walked her the two steps to the garden table, the cheap slatted thing we've had since we married, and bent her over it. She went down onto her forearms with her arse up, facing out — up the yard, towards the back of the close, towards that lit window — and gripped the far edge of the table. He stood behind her and dragged the fat head of his cock slowly up and down through her wet cunt. She was dripping for it, pushing her arse back at him for it.

"Please," she got out. "Please, I need that big cock in me."

He pushed into her. He did it slowly, feeding it up into her bare an inch at a time. She dropped her head between her arms and swore filthily into the night. And I sat and watched my wife take a big black cock over our own table, the whole close a fence away. Out where any neighbour drawing their curtains would have seen the shape of it plain. She was stretched wide open round him. In the lamplight I could see it, the pink of her cunt round the dark of his cock where they met, her whole body giving to take him. When he was in to the root she made that noise I'd only heard from her this summer and never once in all our married life before it.

"That's it," he said, low, one big hand splayed flat between her shoulder blades to hold her down. "Take that big black cock. Every inch." He started to move, long and deep and unhurried, and the table legs knocked on the deck with every stroke, scrape and knock, scrape and knock, carrying clear across the dark yards.

"God, right there," she moaned openly, not caring now who heard her. "I can feel it right up in my belly…"

He wasn't quiet, and he wasn't keeping her quiet either. He wanted it heard.

A light came on in one of the houses up the back. Just an upstairs landing, some ordinary body up for the loo, but it threw a pale oblong down across the black gardens and for a second I could have sworn it reached us, and my whole body went cold. "Terrence—" I started, half up out of my chair.

He didn't stop. He didn't even slow. He looked calmly up the yard at the lit window over the top of my bent-over wife, and kept fucking her through it, and said, "Sit down." Not to her. To me. "She's fine. Aren't you?"

"I'm fine — I'm fine," Holly gasped into the table, not lifting her head. "Don't stop. Owen, don't let him stop, please⁠—"

So I sat down. I sat down out there and watched a man I couldn't have stopped if I'd tried carry on taking my wife in full view under a stranger's landing light, because she'd asked me to let him. The light went off again a few seconds later, and nobody had seen a thing, and I sat back with my heart going and my hands useless in my lap.

He fucked her over that table a long time. He'd drive into her hard until she was almost sobbing. Then he'd gentle right off and hold still, buried deep, leaning down over her back to say things low against her ear. I couldn't catch all of it. I caught enough. That she was his. That he could feel how she'd changed, how greedily she took him now, how she'd been made for a cock like his whether she'd ever known it or not. Then he straightened up, pulled her off the table by the hips, and turned her round.

He got his hands under her thighs and lifted her clean up against the side of the house, against the pebbledash by the kitchen window. He held her there on nothing but his own arms, his cock still buried in her, her legs hooked round his back and her arms round his neck. He took her whole weight easily and fucked up into her against the wall. I have never once been able to do that. I don't have the size or the strength for it — we'd tried it years ago and ended up laughing on the floor. He did it without a word, holding my wife pinned up the wall of my own house on the length of a cock she couldn't get one hand round. She went off with her face buried in his neck, shaking, held up on nothing but him. He could give her that, and I couldn't, and I never was going to be able to.

"You feel that?" he said, driving up into her. "You feel how deep this cock gets you off your feet?"

"Yes—" It came out of her broken. "God, yes… so deep, your cock's so fucking deep…"

"He can't get you here." He said it plainly, not even cruelly, just the truth of it, and he found me over her shoulder with his eyes while he said it. "Can he. Not ever again."

"No," she sobbed, and I don't think she meant it as anything, she was too far gone to mean anything, but it went into me and stuck there. "No, he can't, oh God⁠—"

He carried her, still spitted on his cock, back to the sunbed she'd been lying out on that afternoon, and laid her down, and got over her, and finished it there. He'd been in her the best part of an hour and even now he took his time, up on his arms, watching her face while she came apart under him one last time.

"I'm going to fill this little pussy right up," he told her steadily. "You want that."

"Yes… please… cum in me, give me all of it⁠—"

He pushed in to the root and held there. I watched his whole back go rigid, and he emptied himself up into her bare, groaning long and low, out in the open with the close asleep all round us and me sat three feet off. She held onto his arms and made a small broken sound each time his cock pulsed in her, taking all of it, keeping it.

For a while none of us moved. There was just the three of us breathing and a moth going at one of the lamps and, somewhere off down the road, a cat.

Then he drew out of her slowly and knelt up between her open legs. I watched his cum slide out of her bare in the lamplight, thick, running down over her cunt and onto the cushion, and Holly's hand went straight down to catch it — not to wipe it away but to push it back up into herself and keep it. He watched her do it and gave a low, pleased laugh, and rubbed his hand once flat over her belly.

"That's my girl," he said, low. "You keep hold of that for me." He picked her sundress up off the decking and put it in her hand, and drew his shorts up, and stood over the pair of us a moment, easy, taking his time, a big man getting dressed in another man's garden in the dark like he'd every right to be there. "Look after her," he said to me, across my wife's spread body. "She's earned a sit-down." He clicked his tongue for the dog. "Night, both."

Bruno came up out of the beds and went ahead of him, and he let himself out through the gate between the two gardens and pulled it to behind him. Next door his security light caught him crossing his patio and dropped him back into the dark, and his back door went. He was in his own house with the telly back on inside the minute, and Holly lay where he'd left her on the lounger, not moving yet, the scrap of dress still in her hand.

I got up and fetched her the water he'd told me to fetch. Somebody has to bring the glass of water, and it wasn't going to be him, and carrying it in was about the one job in the whole business still going spare for me. She was sitting up by the time I came back out, the sundress pulled over her front for something to hold rather than out of any modesty, and she took the glass off me and drank it straight down thirstily and handed it back.

"Bit much, that," she said, and gave a shaky laugh, and pushed her hair back off her face. "Out here. I don't know what got into me."

"You know exactly what got into you," I said, before I could stop it. She looked up at me quickly, then laughed again, properly this time.

I got her up and inside. I locked the back door and did the ordinary round of the house I do every night of my life — the switches, the front door, the kitchen tap dripping that I keep meaning to see to. It was all exactly as it always is, and none of it was anything like it had been a summer ago. Upstairs she went straight in the shower. I sat on the edge of the bed in the dark and listened to the water and thought about what I'd been thinking about more and more of late.

I couldn't do a single thing he'd done in that garden. Not the size of it, not the hour of it, not carrying her up a wall on the end of it while she went to pieces. I'd known that in a loose sort of way since the first Friday. The harder end of it was this, sat there listening to my wife wash another man off her: she knew it too now, in her body, past any way back. She'd been opened up these last weeks round something I could never give her. Finishing too soon now and then used to be the worst that ever went wrong between us. God, what I'd have given to be back in a marriage where that was the size of the trouble. Now there was a man a fence away who'd never have that trouble in his life. He'd be there for good, his light coming on across the dark for years yet. She wasn't going to lose the feel of him now.

She came out towelling her hair, in the old t-shirt she sleeps in, scrubbed and pink and ordinary again, and got into bed, and I got in beside her and put the lamp out. For a while neither of us said anything. Her breathing settled. I thought she'd gone over.

"Hol," I said, into the dark. "Can I ask you something, and you tell me the truth."

"Mm."

"If I said stop. Not tonight, I don't mean tonight." I had to make myself keep going. "If I said, one morning, I've had enough, I want it to just be us again. Him back to being the bloke next door with the dog." I heard how thin it had gone. "Could you? Just… pack it in and not mind?"

She was quiet a good while. She'd never been slow to reassure me before — she'd built the whole first month out of it, and now she was taking her time.

"I don't want to lie to you," she said finally, carefully, and I felt her turn her head towards me on the pillow. "You asked me for the truth, so. I'd stop, if you truly needed me to. I would. I'd never pick it over you, Owen, not ever… you have to hear that." She stopped. "But you're asking would I not mind, and I can't sit here and tell you I wouldn't mind, because I would. I'd mind for a long time. That's the honest of it, and you asked me for honest."

"Yeah," I said. "I did know it."

"Don't do that." Her hand found my chest. "Don't go and ask me a thing just so you can hear the worst of it and lie awake on it."

"I'm alright," I said, which was a lie. She knew it was, and she let it stand. It was gone midnight, and that conversation had nowhere good left to go, and we both had the sense to leave it there.

She was asleep before long. I lay there with my wife heavy against my arm and the kitchen tap going drip under us. Out of habit I listened for his light next door, and it stayed dark — he was long since in his own bed, sleeping easily, everything he wanted a mended fence and two dark yards away and every reason to think he'd keep hold of it. And I honestly couldn't have said, lying there, whether I'd still be the husband in this bed by the time the schools went back. Or just the one who carried the glass of water in, locked up after, and went on doing it for want of knowing what else to do.
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"I've asked him over this afternoon," Holly said, over the top of her tea, like she was telling me she'd asked her sister. "About three. That alright?"

It was a Saturday near the end of the holidays, the kind of clear hot morning that gets everybody out into their gardens. I had the shared tablet open on the kitchen table with the villa she kept going back to still up on the screen — the one near Faro, the pool, the walk down to the front. I'd been sat there half an hour idly pretending to look at flights and really just having somewhere to put my eyes. I looked up at her.

"You asked him."

"I texted him." She said it plainly, no softener on the front of it, none of the "only if you don't mind" she'd have laid down for me back in July. A summer ago she'd have handed me the want wrapped up as a favour, mine to unwrap or not, and she'd stopped bothering with all that. "It's a nice day. Owen's in all day," she said, meaning me, and she said it evenly. She drank her tea. "You can be about, or not. Up to you."

"I'll be about."

"Thought you might." There wasn't anything unkind in it. She reached over and turned the tablet round to face her and looked at the villa a moment. "We should just book this," she said. "We keep not booking it." Then she got up and rinsed her mug and went upstairs to get ready, and I heard the shower go on. I sat at the table with the pool and the blue front on the screen, my heart going for no reason I could have put a name to.

He came through at three on the dot. I heard the gate first, the click of the latch and then Bruno's feet on the path and the dog coming round the side ahead of him same as he always does, and I was up and at the back door before I'd decided to be. Terrence had a t-shirt on and shorts and he'd shaved, and he lifted his chin at me easy as anything, at home in my kitchen by now, easy in it.

"Owen," he said, and came on past me into the kitchen without waiting to be asked in.

"Terrence," I said, and pushed the back door to behind him.

Holly came down in a summer dress with her hair still damp at the ends and she didn't do any of the business she used to do — the offering of a drink, the sitting everybody down, the ten minutes of nothing to take the edge off it. She just went straight to him and put her hand flat on his chest and tipped her face up, and he bent and kissed her deeply, right there in front of me, the sun coming in off the garden and the radio still going low. Then she took his hand off her and held it and led him toward the stairs.

"You coming up?" she said to me, over her shoulder, already on the second step. Not asking anybody's permission the way she once asked mine.

I came up.

The bedroom was full of light. That was the thing that struck me, going in behind them. Every other time it had been the dark, the lamps, the garden at night. Here it was three in the afternoon in high summer, the curtains only half pulled and the whole room bright with it. The made bed, the window open a crack onto the close, a mower running two streets off and kids shrieking in a paddling pool two gardens over — and nothing in it hidden. She stood him at the foot of the bed in all that daylight and undressed him herself, unhurried, pulling the t-shirt up off him and running her hands slowly down over his chest and his stomach on the way down. And I stood by the wardrobe where I stand and watched her take another man's clothes off in the middle of a Saturday.

She got his shorts down and his cock came out into her hands already half-thick and heavy. She made a low sound at it, greedy for it, at the size of it filling out in her fists, and I saw her own thighs press together under the dress at just the feel of it. She'd given up pretending the wanting was for anyone but her. She got down and took the fat head of him in her mouth for a minute, hungry for it, not showing me anything, not performing it. She just needed some of him in her because she couldn't wait, her hand working the black length she still couldn't close a fist around. Then she stood back up before he'd half caught up with the idea, and pulled her own dress off over her head, and dropped it carelessly on the boards, and stood there naked in front of him in the daylight.

I'll never get used to the two of them like that in the light. His dark skin and hers, her all soft and pale and full and him near black against her where his hands came round and got hold of her, the size of his hands on her, the plain fact of it in the sun on the both of them. He turned her by the hip to have a proper look, and she let him, easy, her whole body loose with wanting it.

He kept her turned to the light and ran one big hand down her belly and lower, and I watched two dark fingers push up into her and her knees give. She was wet for it already. She's always wet for it now, before he's hardly laid a hand on her.

"Look at the state of you," he said quietly against her ear, working her. "Dripping. And I've not even started."

"I know," she breathed. "I can't help it round you… I can't."

"You don't want to help it." He pushed his fingers deeper and she gasped and rocked down onto them, openly, her eyes gone half shut. "Tell me what you're after."

"You," she said. "I want that big cock in me. I've wanted it all week…"

She'd had enough of waiting on it. "Get on the bed," she told him. Told him. She put a hand to his shoulder and walked him back a step onto it, and he let her, a half-grin on him, and lay back across our bed with his cock stood up thick and dark off his belly. And my wife climbed straight up over him and took hold of it and fed it eagerly up into herself without waiting to be told she could.

"Oh — God—" she got out, sinking down onto him by degrees, her mouth open, taking him a bit at a time, the only way she can, working herself down that big black cock inch by inch until she'd got the whole of it up inside her. She sat there a second with her eyes shut and her hands splayed on his belly, just full of it. "God, that's it. That's it."

"That's my girl," Terrence said, low, his big hands settling on her hips but letting her have it, letting her run it. "Go on. Take what you want off it."

And she did, in a way I hadn't seen before. She rode him at her own pace, her hands flat on his chest and her head dropped forward, working herself up and down the whole length of him. She took it exactly how she wanted it and as deep as she wanted it, and not a thing about it for show. She was getting herself off on his cock in the full light of day and she didn't care who saw it, or whether the whole close saw it. When she got the angle she was after she stayed on it and ground her clit down hard against him, swearing into the quiet — "there, right there, oh fuck, that's it—". Her pale thighs were spread wide over his dark ones, and the pink of her cunt was stretched right open round the black of him where I could see it plain, the two of them meeting, her hips going faster.

"Look at you," he said, watching her ride, his hands going up her sides to her tits and taking their weight. "You don't even need me for the top half any more, do you? Just need the big black cock."

"I need this fucking cock," she said, hardly a breath in it, still riding. "I'm not… I'm not stopping this, Owen." She said my name without opening her eyes, without turning her head, tossed back over her shoulder to where I stood watching. "You hear me? I'm not stopping it." She just said it, and went on riding him.

"No," I said. My voice came out of me from a long way off. "I hear you."

She came like that, up on top of him, riding it. Her whole body went tight and then shook helplessly through it, her mouth open, no sound coming for a second and then a lot of sound all at once. Terrence held her by the hips and drove up into her to give her the end of it. And I stood back against the wall with my own cock aching in my shorts, and I watched my wife come apart on another man's big black cock in the daylight of our own bedroom. She'd wanted to, she'd arranged it, she'd climbed up and taken it herself.

He let her ride out the shakes and then he shifted her, took charge of it the moment he'd had enough of being ridden. He sat up under her and got an arm round her back and turned the both of them, and laid her down across the bed and came over the top of her. He got her legs up and put himself back into her wet open cunt and started to fuck her properly, deep and slow and heavy, the bed going under the pair of them.

"You're going to keep this," he said down at her, moving in her heavily. "Whatever he says. This pussy's staying mine now."

"It's mine," she said up at him, wrecked, her hands gripping his arms. "It's mine, and I'm having it. God, don't stop⁠—"

"That's right." He got a hand under her and tilted her hips up onto him and went at it harder, and she cried out and grabbed blindly for the headboard. He fucked her steadily through her second one without letting up. Then his whole back went tight. "You're taking all of it," he ground out at her. "Every last drop of this fucking cum—" and Holly gasped yes, yes, give it me, and he shoved in to the root and held there and emptied himself up inside her bare. She wrapped her legs round the back of him and held him in and took all of it, keeping it, the same as she keeps it every time now.

He was up and dressed inside ten minutes. He never lingers over the after, Terrence — he'll see she's alright, and that's him seeing her right, the checking, not the lying about. His shorts and t-shirt went back on in the flat light, and he stood pulling them straight while Holly lay across the bed getting her breath. He leaned over and put the back of his fingers gently to her cheek and asked was she good. She said she was, and he was satisfied with that.

"Get some water in her," he said to me, not unkindly, on his way past. He'd told me to do that a dozen times by now, and I always had, and he knew I would. At the door he stopped. "I'm about most of next week," he said. To her, not to me. "You know where I am." Then he went down. I heard him say something to Bruno, and the back door go, and when I looked out of the bedroom window he was already crossing the two gardens in the sun with the dog at his heel. He let himself calmly into his own place with my wife still spread on our bed full of his cum. He didn't look back, and he'd no reason to. I stood at the window and watched him go.

Holly didn't rush for the shower the way she used to. She lay a while in the light with her hand resting loosely low on her belly, keeping him where he was, and then she got up in no rush and pulled her dress slowly back on over nothing and we went down.

The tablet was still on the table with the villa up on it, the pool, the blue front, the little walk down to the sea. I sat back down in front of it because I didn't know what else to do with myself, and she came and stood at my shoulder and looked at it with me.

"Book it," she said. "Go on. The last week of August, before I'm back in school." She rested her hand lightly on the back of my neck, the way she has all our married life. "I want to go away with my husband."

So I booked it — put the dates in and our two names and the card, and it went through, and there it was, the pool, the front, a week in the sun with Holly at the end of the summer. My wife. Booked by the pair of us at our own table with another man's afternoon still on her.

"There," she said, pleased, and kissed the top of my head softly. Then she pulled the other chair out and sat down beside me and turned it so she was facing me, and whatever she'd brought down the stairs with her, it was coming now.

"I'm not going to keep asking you," she said. "That's the thing I wanted to say. I'm done asking you can I, and done telling you it's for you, because it isn't, it hasn't been for you in a long time and you know it hasn't." She said it gently but she didn't soften it. "I want him… I'm going to have him, while he's there to be had, and he's going to be there. I'd rather you were in the house when I do. I'd rather you were in the room. I'm not shutting you out of it and I'm never going to leave you over it… you have to believe that bit, Owen, because it's the truest bit." She stopped, and picked absently at the edge of the table. "But I'm not going to stop for you. I did think about whether I could… after the other night, when you asked me, and I can't. So I'm not going to sit here and promise you I would."

"I know," I said.

"Do you? Because you can walk yourself out of the room, any Saturday you like, and I won't hold it against you. You don't have to watch."

"I know that too." I looked at the villa on the screen, the stupid blue pool. "I'll watch, though."

She didn't say anything to that. She just took my hand off the table and held it in both of hers in her lap, and we sat like that a while with the afternoon going on outside, the mower, the kids, next door quiet now with him back in it.

It had taken me the whole summer to get to it and most of it had hurt. I couldn't be what he was for her. I'd stopped trying back in July and I wasn't going to start again — I didn't have the size or the strength or the ease of him in me, and no amount of wishing was going to put them there. What was left me was the rest of it. To be the one she came home to. To be in the house, to book the villa and lock the back door and love her the ordinary way, while the man next door had the part of her I couldn't reach. It was a smaller spot than I'd married her to stand in, and some nights it lies on me like a weight. But she'd kept it for me, and meant me to have it, and I'd sooner stand in it and watch than not be in the room at all.

"Right," Holly said, after a while, brisk again, letting go of my hand and getting up. "I'm having that shower now. And you can put the kettle on, because I'm parched." She paused in the doorway with her hand on the frame and looked back at me. "Faro, though. That's just us. You've booked that for just us."

"Just us," I said.

"Good." And she went up, and I heard the shower start, and I filled it at the tap and got two mugs down and stood at the window looking out at the fence I'd finally mended and the gate between our garden and his that never stays shut for long now. He'd be there when the school run started again and the nights drew in and long after the leaves were down. Some Saturday soon she'd cross that garden or he'd cross this one, and I'd be in the house when it happened, kettle on, in the room if she wanted me there.


EPILOGUE


Bruno came through the gate before I'd got out of the car, straight down to the corner of the border where Holly's runner beans had been. They were finished now, half the canes already down. It was the second week of September and the evenings had gone cool at the edges, the last of the summer going out of them, and the dog didn't care about any of that. He only ever wanted the corner.

Holly was out on the deck with a cardigan pulled loosely over her school clothes. She'd been back at work a week now, Reception again, a fresh lot of four-year-olds who couldn't get their own coats on yet, and she had that tired, satisfied look she gets in the first days of a term. The tablet was propped on her knee.

"He's found something," I said, nodding down at the dog.

"He's always finding something." She didn't get up. A summer ago she'd have sent me to the fence to hand him back before Terrence had to come looking. She turned the tablet round slowly to face me instead. "Look. I finally went through them."

It was us. The pair of us by the pool at the villa, squinting into the sun, her in the blue swimsuit and me gone pink across the shoulders. Faro, the last week of August, the week we'd booked off at that same kitchen table. The whitewashed walls, the blue shutters, the short walk to the seafront that had turned out, for once, to be exactly what the pictures promised. A week that had been only ours. And she'd caught all of it on the very thing that had blown the whole summer wide open back in July. I didn't say that part. I just looked at the two of us there in the sun a moment.

"That's a good one of you," I said.

"It's a terrible one of you." She was pleased with it, though, and she left it up before she set the tablet down.

The gate went again at the bottom of the garden and Terrence came up slowly after the dog, in a t-shirt and shorts with a pair of hedge clippers in one hand — he'd been at his own border and packed it in for the light. He tipped his chin at me.

"Owen. He's been at your beans again."

"Nothing left down there for him to get at," I said. "You're alright. He's happy."

"He's happy anywhere there's dirt." He came easily up the grass without waiting to be asked and stopped at the edge of the deck by Holly's chair. "Good first week?" he asked her.

"Don't…" she said, but she was smiling. "Ask me again on Friday."

They got talking — her class, his Saturday clients, whether the weather would hold the weekend. I stood there with my bag still on my shoulder and let it wash over me. The ordinary back-and-forth of it. The three of us in a garden on a Tuesday evening.

A year ago I'd have sat rigid through a conversation like this, quietly counting the ways it could go wrong. Now it was only the evening. He'd have her again in a day or two — she'd slip across the gate to him some afternoon, or he'd come to our door for her, and I'd be in the house when it happened. Near enough to hear it through the wall. Near enough to watch her take him, if she wanted me in the room, and she mostly did now. All summer I'd watched her go to him and come back different for it, and the fright had gone out of it somewhere back in August. My wife and another man, a standing thing, and me close by for it. The thought used to gut me. Now it just settled low in my belly, an ache that felt more like wanting than anything else by now.

"I'll get out your way," Terrence said after a bit. "Come on, you." Bruno didn't come. He looked back at Holly. "Thursday, then. If you're about."

"I'm about," she said, plain as anything, the way she says everything now, no softener on the front of it, no quick glance across at me to check it was allowed. Settling him for the week right there in front of me, no more fuss than fixing a time for the shop. "After three."

"After three." He whistled the dog, and this time Bruno went trotting obediently after him, and the gate clicked shut behind them both.

Holly picked the tablet back up and found the photo again, and turned it so I could see it from where I stood.

"We should go back," she murmured. "Next summer… just us, that bit of it." She reached a hand up without looking, and I came and took it, and she pulled me down onto the arm of her chair.

The sun was going down orange behind the Prentices' roof across the close. The same as it had the evening she first held that villa up for me to see — back when the fence still had the broken slat hanging off it, and I still hadn't told her the first true thing about myself. I'd mended the fence since. She leaned in against my side through the cardigan, the holiday up on the screen and the man next door just gone back through his own gate, and I sat there with the soft heavy weight of her under my arm. I wouldn't have swapped any of how we'd ended up. Not a day of it.

"Just us, that bit," I said. She squeezed my hand, and we stayed out there till the light went.
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