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The Painful Wait

The cursor blinked in the corner of the spreadsheet, patient and indifferent, waiting for him to do something useful.

Mike couldn't move.

His fingers rested on the keyboard like they belonged to someone else, and the numbers in the columns had long since stopped meaning anything. He'd been staring at the same cell for four minutes. Maybe five. He knew because he'd been counting the sounds coming through the ceiling.

Steady. Rhythmic. Unhurried.

The headboard didn't slam — it was worse than that. It was measured, confident, like whoever was driving it had nowhere else to be and all the time in the world to get there. A slow, deliberate thud... thud... thud that seemed to travel down through the joists and the plaster and settle somewhere behind his sternum.

He reached for his glass of water and found it empty. He didn't remember drinking it.

Then Emily made a sound.

Not words — just a long, exhaled note of pleasure that curled down through the floorboards and wrapped itself around his throat. He knew her voice. He knew every register of it — the flat, distracted tone when she was reading, the warm lift of it when she laughed at something on TV, the clipped efficiency when she was making a list. He had catalogued her voice over nine years of marriage without ever meaning to.

But this version he barely recognised.

This was lower. Looser. Like something in her had been untied.

He set the empty glass down carefully, as though any sudden movement might shatter something. He should have put headphones in hours ago. He should have driven to the pub, or his brother's place, or frankly anywhere else on earth. But leaving felt like the wrong kind of defeat — like he was being evicted from his own life — and so he'd stayed, and told himself he was fine, and typed numbers into cells that didn't matter while the ceiling told him the truth.

Another sound. Sharper this time. A gasp that cracked open into a cry — her voice breaking on a peak he hadn't put her on.

His hand jerked on the mouse. He closed his eyes.

That was a mistake.

Without the screen to anchor him, his mind filled in everything the ceiling left out. Emily on her back in the bed they'd chosen together from a showroom in Croydon, her dark hair splayed across the pillow he slept on, her thighs wrapped around Andre's waist. Andre, who was not small, who was not tentative, who was apparently not in any hurry whatsoever. He could picture the arch of her back, the expression she'd be wearing — that expression he used to know, open and unguarded, that he hadn't seen in longer than he wanted to admit.

The jealousy came up like bile, sudden and scorching. His jaw tightened. Every stupid, animal part of him wanted to get up, take the stairs two at a time, and put his shoulder through the bedroom door.

His bed. His wife. His home.

Except she'd asked him for this. She'd looked at him across the kitchen table three weeks ago, calm and careful and very serious, and she'd told him what she wanted. And he had said yes. He had actually said yes, because some other part of him — the part he hadn't fully admitted to yet — had wanted to know what it would feel like.

Now he knew.

It felt like this: like sitting in the dark with an empty glass while the woman he loved cried out another man's name in a voice he didn't recognise, and not being able to decide whether the hot, shameful thing crawling through his chest was fury, or grief, or something else entirely. Something he didn't have a clean word for.

Upstairs, Emily moaned again — long and low and utterly unself-conscious — and Mike's hand tightened around the mouse until his knuckles ached.

And yet.

Even as the urge to storm upstairs burned through him, something else was burning too — lower, more shameful, impossible to ignore. He became aware of it the way you become aware of a sound you've been hearing for a while without registering it. His cock was hard. Fully, undeniably hard, pressing against the inside of his trousers like an accusation.

He shifted in the chair and the friction made him catch his breath.

What the hell is wrong with you.

He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, as though he could push the feeling back down by force. His face was hot. His whole body felt hot, the kind of heat that had nothing to do with the temperature in the room and everything to do with the sounds still drifting down through the ceiling, steady and relentless. Emily's breath catching. That low, rolling rhythm that hadn't stopped, hadn't slowed, showed no sign of stopping.

He was rock hard and he hated himself for it and neither of those things made any difference to the other.

What kind of man, he thought, sits downstairs getting hard while another man fucks his wife?

The answer sat in the pit of his stomach, hot and unformed. He didn't want to look at it directly yet.

He exhaled slowly through his nose, trying to steady himself, but the air in the room had changed. It felt thicker somehow, charged — as though the house itself had been altered by what was happening inside it, the atmosphere pressing in close and warm, carrying every sound directly into the centre of his chest.

Another cry from upstairs. Her voice, cresting.

His cock throbbed.

She moaned again — louder this time, a desperate, pleading sound pulled from somewhere deep — and Mike pressed his knuckles hard against his mouth as though he could hold himself together by force. That sound. He knew that sound, or he used to. It was the sound of her completely gone, past pretending, past self-consciousness, reduced to pure wanting. He hadn't heard it in years. He hadn't been the one putting it there in longer than that.

He wanted to hate her for it. He tried to, briefly, and failed completely.

Because the sound went through him the same way it always had — straight past thought, past reason, bypassing every defence he had and landing somewhere animal and immediate. His body didn't care about context. His body just heard Emily in pleasure and responded the way it always had, the way it apparently always would.

He turned to face the window.

The neighbour's porch light cast a pale rectangle across the garden. Somewhere down the street a dog was barking at nothing. A car moved slowly past, headlights sweeping the hedge. The whole ordinary world going about its business, entirely indifferent to the fact that his wife was upstairs getting fucked in a way that was making her sound like that.

Then Andre's voice came through the ceiling.

Low. Guttural. A sound with weight behind it, with absolute precise authority — the sound of a man who knew exactly what he was doing and knew it was working. It turned Mike's stomach. It didn't belong here, in this house, in these walls. That voice had no right to be here.

But Emily answered it. A broken, helpless cry — not performing, not exaggerating — genuine and uncontrolled, the sound of a woman being taken apart piece by piece and wanting every second of it.

The knife twisted.

Mike's cock pulsed hard in his jeans and he clenched his thighs together, jaw tight, as though he could throttle the erection through sheer willpower. His body ignored him entirely.

He stared at the porch light next door and thought about the bed upstairs. The same sheets he'd lain beside her in just last night, close enough to feel her warmth, close enough to hope. He'd let his hand rest near her shoulder in the dark, that tentative almost-touch, waiting to see if she'd turn toward him.

She hadn't.

She hadn't in a long time.

But up there, right now, with Andre — she was turning. She was reaching. She was alive in a way he hadn't seen in years, wild and unguarded and completely present, the Emily he remembered from the beginning of everything, the one he thought had simply gone.

She hadn't gone.

She just hadn't been here, with him.

And he was downstairs. Listening. Achingly, humiliatingly hard.

The headboard hit the wall like a thunderclap — once, twice, hard enough to rattle the picture frame above his desk, hard enough that the neighbours must have heard it, hard enough that there was no pretending anymore.

Then Emily's voice rose into something he had no word for. Not a moan, not a cry — rawer than either, torn out of her, unguarded and enormous, the sound of a woman completely undone. It went through the floorboards and through the ceiling and through the walls and straight through the centre of him, and for a moment he couldn't breathe at all.

His hands found the edge of the desk and gripped it like a lifeline.

His forehead dropped. He let it fall until it rested against the cool wood, and the sound that came out of him was low and muffled and shapeless — grief and arousal wound so tightly around each other he couldn't find the join. He wasn't sure it mattered anymore. They felt the same. They'd been the same thing for a while now, he was beginning to understand.

Upstairs, the rhythm changed. Slowed. A pause in the storm.

Mike pulled in a long, shaking breath and lifted his head. He stared at the spreadsheet. Its neat columns, its tidy little cells, its complete indifference to the fact that his life was coming apart at the seams. There was something almost funny about it — the idea that order existed, that things could be made to balance, that if you just applied the right formula everything would come out even.

His eyes moved to the ceiling.

Position change. He pictured it without meaning to — Emily rising onto her hands and knees, her hair falling forward, looking back over her shoulder. Andre's hands on her hips. Her voice dropping to something quieter and more desperate as she asked for it. As she begged for it, maybe. The Emily upstairs seemed capable of begging, in a way he'd forgotten she ever was.

Then the tempo came back.

Harder this time. Andre's grunts coming through the ceiling with a rhythm that was almost punishing, the headboard marking every stroke, the whole house seeming to flex around it. Mike sagged back into his chair and felt the fight go out of him entirely. His body throbbed — cock straining against his jeans, face burning, chest hollow — and every part of him was at war with every other part.

He wanted to take the stairs in three steps and put his body between hers and Andre's. He wanted to throw the door open and remind her who she belonged to.

He also wanted to kneel at the foot of the bed and watch. To be close enough to see everything, to be allowed nothing.

He wanted both at the same time with equal and desperate force, and the impossibility of it split him straight down the middle.

Emily's voice climbed again, higher and tighter, cresting toward something — he could hear it, could always hear it, nine years of knowing exactly what she sounded like when she was almost there — and the headboard hammered out its rhythm like a countdown.

Mike sat in the dark below his wife and the man fucking her, and he broke.

Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just quietly, completely, like something that had been holding its shape through sheer stubbornness finally letting go.

His hand moved before he'd made any decision about it.

The zipper came down in a jerky, fumbling motion, and he cursed under his breath — at himself, at the situation, at the fact that his hands were shaking — even as he wrapped his fist around his cock and felt the shameful, desperate relief of it. He was already slick at the tip. His stomach flipped hard at the realisation.

He hated himself. He noted the hatred clearly, examined it, and kept stroking.

He fell into the rhythm above him without meaning to — his fist moving in time with the headboard, with Andre's grunts, with the creak of the bed that had once been just his bed. Each sound Emily made pulled him forward like a hook, reeling him in another inch. Each low, guttural sound from Andre — that voice that had no right to be here, that voice that was wrecking him — pushed him from behind.

His breath came ragged and shallow. He pressed his forearm hard across his mouth to keep the sound in.

Then he saw it without closing his eyes — didn't need to, it was already there, fully formed and vivid: Emily on all fours, her back arched deep, her hips pushed back to meet every thrust, taking Andre's cock like she'd been starving for it, her fingers twisting in the sheets he'd slept in last night. The sounds she was making made terrible, perfect sense now. He knew that arch. He knew what her face looked like when she was that far gone.

His fist pumped harder, slick now, grip tightening, and he bit down on his arm to swallow the groan that tried to come out.

Her voice above him climbed toward that edge — he knew it, he'd always known it, the way it tightened and lost its shape, the way it stopped being a sound and became something rawer — and his whole body coiled in response.

He thought: stop. For the love of God, stop.

His hand moved faster.

It was useless. It had been useless from the moment he'd heard the headboard. Maybe from the moment he'd said yes across the kitchen table. Maybe longer than that.

Then Emily screamed.

Not a cry, not a moan — a scream, long and animal and completely unrestrained, the kind of sound that didn't care who heard it, that had been pulled from somewhere beyond self-consciousness entirely. The kind of sound Mike had spent nine years never quite drawing out of her.

His body didn't ask permission.

The orgasm hit him like a wave breaking — sudden, violent, his cock jerking hard in his fist as he spilled over his own knuckles, across his stomach, streaking his shirt, spattering the arm of the chair. He hunched forward over the mess of himself, jaw clenched, a strangled sound trapped behind his teeth, his whole body shuddering through it in long, helpless convulsions he couldn't stop and couldn't shorten and couldn't pretend weren't happening.

When it was over he stayed folded forward, breathing hard, staring at what he'd done.

The room was very quiet.

Above him, the bed had stilled. The headboard had stopped its rhythm for the first time in — how long had it been? He'd lost track entirely. In the silence that followed he became aware of everything at once: the cooling mess on his shirt, the ache in his hand, the harsh sound of his own breathing, the faint light from the neighbour's porch still falling across the window.

Then he heard it.

Laughter. Soft and muffled through the ceiling, but unmistakable — Emily's laugh, warm and unguarded and completely at ease, the laugh of a woman lying spent and satisfied in someone's arms. Happy. Genuinely, openly happy.

Mike sat below her in the dark, sticky and hollow and trembling, and felt the full weight of it settle on him like something physical.

His wife had come apart on another man's cock while he sat downstairs and wanked himself raw in his office chair. And the worst of it — the thing that burrowed deepest and wouldn't let go — was that he had followed her there like a shadow, helpless, alone, arriving at the same destination by a completely different and entirely humiliating route.

And he had never wanted her more than he did right now.

He reached for a tissue, slowly, and began to clean himself up in the dark.

It hadn't always been like this.


The Early Years 


In the early years, they had been the kind of couple that made other people feel quietly hopeful about their own relationships. Not dramatic, not passionate in any showy way — just genuinely, easily good together. They fit in the small ways that matter more than the grand gestures: finishing each other's thoughts, sharing a glass of wine without asking, sleeping tangled together in a bed that felt like the only place either of them needed to be.

Mike had loved her in a way that felt effortless. That was the word he'd have used then. Effortless.

The drift, when it came, didn't arrive with a fight or a revelation or a single identifiable moment he could point to later. It came the way water finds its way through stone — slowly, almost invisibly, following the path of least resistance until one day the damage was already done. First it was small things. Emily asleep on the sofa before he'd even come down from his shower. His hand finding her hip in the dark and her shifting away with a soft, drowsy sound that wasn't quite a refusal and wasn't quite a welcome. He told himself she was tired. She was always tired. They were both tired — that was just what life looked like now.

But tired became routine. Routine became normal. And normal, Mike was discovering, had a way of becoming permanent if you weren't paying attention.

He still tried. He'd let his palm slide along her waist in the kitchen while she made coffee, or duck his head to kiss her neck when she was reading, or find the hem of her shirt with tentative fingers. And she'd smile — she always smiled, that warm, affectionate smile that he'd fallen in love with — and she'd catch his hand and squeeze it and murmur not now, babe in a tone so gentle and so final that arguing against it felt like cruelty.

She still loved him. He never doubted that. She told him he was dependable, steady, patient — said it like those were the things she valued most, and maybe she meant it as a compliment, and maybe it was. She lit up when he sorted something she'd been stressed about. Leaned into him during films. Squeezed his hand in the dark. The love was real and present and warm.

It just wasn't that kind of love anymore. Somewhere along the way it had softened into something more like devotion — deep and genuine and almost entirely without heat. He was her person. Her safe harbour. Her home.

Just not her lover.

He told himself he could live with it. He'd been telling himself that for three years, and he'd gotten very good at it, and some days he almost believed it was true.

For a while, he genuinely tried to make peace with it.

The platonic rhythm of their life together stopped feeling quite so much like a loss and started feeling more like just — life. Their evenings had a comfortable shape to them: dinner at the kitchen table, the easy back-and-forth of two people who knew each other's stories, the television murmuring in the background while Emily's head found its familiar place on his shoulder. Saturday mornings at the farmer's market, Sunday afternoons folded into the sofa with nowhere to be. The spark was gone, yes. He knew that. But the warmth remained, and warmth was something. Warmth was real.

He told himself that companionship was what lasted. That this — the comfort of another person who knew you, who chose to stay, who laughed at the same things and handed you a cup of tea without being asked — this was the part that mattered. The rest was just biology. Just noise.

Some evenings he almost convinced himself.

Emily helped, without knowing she was helping. She wasn't beautiful in the way that demanded attention — no sharp edges, no performance to it. She was softer than that, and realer, and somehow that made it worse. Thick hips that moved with an unconscious sway when she crossed a room. A waist that curved in a way that made her dresses do interesting things. Long, wavy hair that she'd twist up into a loose knot when she was cooking, exposing the back of her neck in a way that still, after nine years, made him want to put his mouth there. Age had settled on her gently and honestly, and to Mike she had never been more herself, which meant she had never been more attractive.

He still tried. More than she probably knew. There were evenings he'd pour them both a second glass of wine and let his hand find her knee on the sofa, moving slowly, hopefully. Evenings he'd come up behind her in the kitchen and press his lips to her neck and feel her go briefly, ambiguously still. He'd take that stillness as permission and let his hands move to her hips, her waist, trying to find some response in her body, some signal that tonight might be different.

It rarely was.

I'm exhausted, babe. Said kindly, always kindly, her hand covering his and stilling it. Early start tomorrow. Or simply the soft, deflecting laugh and the gentle removal of his hands, as though he were a child reaching for something breakable. She'd kiss his cheek to soften it. She always kissed his cheek.

And on the rare nights she didn't deflect — the nights she'd sigh and turn toward him with a look that was more like willingness than want — he'd feel the pressure of it settle over him like a weight. He'd touch her carefully, attentively, doing everything he knew how to do, watching her face for the signs he was getting somewhere. Sometimes she'd make small sounds. Sometimes she'd shift beneath him in a way that felt encouraging. But there was always a ceiling to it, a plateau she'd reach and then quietly plateau on, her breath evening out, her body going politely still while he finished.

Afterward she'd curl against him and fall asleep quickly, and he'd lie in the dark wondering if she'd got there, and knowing, if he was honest, that she probably hadn't. Not really. Not the way she deserved to.

He'd tried different things. Slower. Faster. Asking her what she wanted, which seemed to make her uncomfortable in a way he didn't fully understand. He'd lie awake cataloguing his own inadequacies with the same grim diligence he brought to his spreadsheets, and arrive at no useful conclusions.

She'd catch him looking and smile across the room — those dimples, that easy warmth — and something in him would tighten with wanting, and he'd reach for her without thinking, let his hand find the curve of her waist or drift toward her chest, and she'd laugh softly and redirect him with gentle, absolute finality.

You're silly, the gesture said. I love you. Not now.

Always affectionate. Always just out of reach.

He'd learned to absorb it. To fold the wanting back into himself and carry it quietly and get on with the evening. He'd gotten quite good at it, actually.

And then came the night she confessed.

He'd reached for her that night the way he always did — tentatively, hopefully, his hand finding the curve of her waist under the covers with the particular care of a man who'd learned not to assume.

She hadn't pulled away.

That itself felt like a small victory, and he hated that it did. But she'd turned toward him in the dark, and he'd taken that as permission, and his mouth found hers with a tenderness that was completely genuine and, he suspected, completely insufficient.

He kissed her slowly, his hand moving over the warm curve of her hip, her waist, trying to find the rhythm that would make her present. She kissed him back — not urgently, but she kissed him back — and he felt the familiar mix of hope and anxiety that sex with Emily had become. He pushed the anxiety down and focused. Her neck. Her shoulder. The soft weight of her breast in his hand. He felt her breath change slightly and took it as encouragement.

When he moved over her she opened to him with a quiet sigh that he couldn't quite read. He told himself it was desire. He needed it to be desire.

He was already harder than he wanted to be — that was the problem, had always been the problem on the rare nights they ended up here. Nine years of wanting her and not having her had left him with a hair trigger he couldn't control, his body treating every occasion like it might be the last one, which lately it nearly was. He breathed deliberately, trying to slow himself down, trying to think about something else, anything else — the spreadsheet, the car insurance renewal, the leak under the kitchen sink — anything to create some distance between himself and the feeling of being inside her after so long.

It didn't work. It never worked.

He moved carefully, trying to find a pace that was enough for her without being too much for him. He watched her face — her eyes were closed, her expression soft and not unpleasant, but somewhere else. Still somewhere else. He changed the angle slightly, remembering something she'd responded to years ago, and thought he saw her brow crease in something that might have been pleasure.

There. He held that angle, held that pace, jaw tight with the effort of holding everything back. He could feel the pressure building at the base of his spine, insistent, pulling at him, and he fought it with everything he had. Not yet. He needed more time. He needed her to get there first, just once, just—

She shifted beneath him and made a soft sound, and the sound undid him completely.

It took about thirty seconds. Maybe less.

He pressed his face into her neck as it happened, muffling the sound he made, his whole body going rigid and then shuddering through it while she lay still beneath him. The gap between what he'd wanted to give her and what he'd actually managed yawned open in the silence that followed, wide and humiliating and entirely familiar.

He stayed still for a moment, breathing against her skin, then rolled to the side.

She didn't say anything.

The lamp on her bedside table was still on. Emily lay on her back beside him, sheet pulled to her waist, staring at the ceiling. Her breathing slow and even and carefully, deliberately normal. He could see the slight tension in her jaw that she was trying not to show him.

Mike lay still and waited.

He knew that stillness. He'd been lying beside it for years.

"Did you—" he started.

"I'm fine." Quickly. The way she always said it.

He pushed himself up onto one elbow and looked at her. Her face was composed, carefully neutral, her eyes fixed on some point above them both.

"Emily."

"Mike, it's fine. I'm tired, I just—"

"Don't." His voice came out quieter than he intended. "Please don't do that."

She closed her eyes briefly. When she opened them she still wouldn't look at him.

"I just need you to be honest with me," he said. "That's all I'm asking."

The silence stretched long enough that he thought she wasn't going to answer. Then she exhaled — a long, careful breath — and turned her head to look at him, and something in her expression made his stomach tighten before she'd said a word.

"I love you," she said. "I need you to know that before I say anything else."

"That's not an answer."

"No." She sat up slowly, pulling the sheet around herself, fingers worrying at the edge of it. "No, it's not."

He waited.

"I didn't," she said quietly. "I haven't — not in a long time. Not with..." She stopped. Started again. "It's not you. I mean that. It's not something you're doing wrong, it's—" She pressed her lips together. "That's not true either. I promised myself I wasn't going to do this."

"Do what?"

"Protect you from it." She finally looked at him properly, her eyes bright in the lamplight. "I've been protecting you from it for years and it hasn't helped either of us."

Mike sat up. The air in the room felt different suddenly, heavier. "From what? Emily, just say it."

She was quiet for a long moment, her hands still in her lap, her face doing the thing it did when she was holding something difficult very carefully.

"I need more," she said. "I need something I don't know how to get here. In this bed." She said it gently but without flinching, and he could see what it cost her. "I've tried to ignore it. For years I've tried. Because I love you and I love our life and I kept telling myself it didn't matter, that I could live without it." Her voice dropped. "I can't live without it, Mike. I've been trying to and it's making me someone I don't want to be."

The lamp hummed faintly. Somewhere outside a car passed.

"What are you saying?" he asked, though the pit in his stomach already knew.

"I'm saying I want to see other people." She held his gaze. "I'm not asking you to like it. I'm not telling you what to feel. But I need to be honest with you, because I can't keep lying here pretending everything is fine when we both know it isn't. And I would never — never — do anything behind your back. That's not who I am. That's not what we are." Her thumb found his hand in the sheets, moving over his knuckles in slow circles. "But I need this, Mike. And I needed you to know that."

The silence that followed was long and full.

And because he loved her. Because her thumb was still moving over his knuckles. Because she was still here, still his, still looking at him with the most difficult kind of honesty in her eyes.

"Tell me how it would work," he said.

Her breath caught. "Mike—"

"Just tell me," he said quietly. "Tell me how it works."

And she told him.

She went out for the first time ten days after their conversation. A Tuesday, of all things. She'd dressed in the bedroom while he sat downstairs, and when she came down she was wearing the dark green wrap dress he'd always loved on her, her hair down, a trace of the perfume she saved for occasions. She looked beautiful. She looked like she was going somewhere that mattered.

"Don't wait up," she said, leaning down to kiss his cheek. "I'll be home late. Feed the cats around seven."

The door closed and the house immediately felt wrong. Too big, too quiet, every room suddenly conscious of itself. He fed the cats at seven. He opened a bottle of wine he didn't taste and sat at the kitchen table staring at it while his mind went to work filling in the blanks she'd left him.

Those nights were their own kind of torture. Worse than the headboard, almost, because at least the headboard was real — at least when he could hear it he knew what was happening. The imagination was crueller. It had no limits and no mercy and it ran all night without stopping, painting him pictures he couldn't look away from and couldn't turn off.

When she came home it was worse still.

She'd let herself in quietly, drop her keys in the bowl by the door, and find him wherever he was — kitchen table, sofa, the armchair he pretended to read in. She'd smile at him. Warm, calm, completely at ease. Her hair would be slightly mussed, not dramatically, just enough — the way hair gets after hours of someone else's hands in it. Her perfume faded, replaced by something warmer and harder to name. The particular musk of a night spent close to another body.

Once, when she leaned down to hug him, he caught it clearly — the faint, unmistakable salt of sweat and sex still on her skin. She didn't flinch. She didn't announce it or hide it. She simply existed in the aftermath of it, completely unselfconscious, as though she'd come back from something ordinary.

"Did you eat?" she asked, moving toward the kitchen.

"Yeah," he said.

"Good." She filled a glass of water and leaned against the counter, leisurely. "There's leftover pasta if you're still hungry."

He nodded and hated himself for being grateful she'd asked.

There were nights she didn't come home at all. He'd lie in their bed in the dark, one side empty and cool, and stare at the ceiling while the silence of the house pressed down on him. He told himself he had no right to feel what he was feeling. He'd agreed to this. He'd sat in this bed and said tell me how it works and she'd told him and he'd listened. This was what he'd agreed to.

The hollowness disagreed.

It gnawed at him through those long nights — not just jealousy, though that was there, hot and persistent — but something rawer than that. The not knowing. The imagining. The way his mind would take the few details he had and build entire scenes from them, vivid and relentless, playing on a loop until dawn came and he'd spent the whole night somewhere between aroused and devastated and hadn't slept at all.

He couldn't keep living in his own imagination. He understood that clearly by the third week.

One evening, before she could reach for her keys and her coat, he stopped her in the hallway.

"I can't keep doing this," he said. She turned to look at him, reading his face carefully. "The not knowing. The waiting. It's worse than — I need it to be real. I need to actually know what's happening, not just lie awake inventing it."

She was quiet for a moment. Something moved through her expression — surprise, and then something more complicated, and then something that looked, quietly, like relief.

"Are you sure?" she asked.

"No," he said honestly. "But I'm sure I can't keep doing this instead."

She nodded slowly. "Okay," she said. "Then we'll make it real."


The First Time

The first time she brought someone home, Mike didn't go upstairs to look.

He'd told himself he was ready. He'd spent two weeks telling himself he was ready, turning the idea over in his mind until it felt almost manageable, almost abstract. But when he heard the front door open and her voice in the hallway — lower than usual, warmer, with a lightness in it he recognised and hadn't heard in a long time — he found himself walking to the den instead, closing the door quietly behind him, and sitting at his desk in the dark.

He heard the low murmur of voices. A man's voice, deep and unhurried, and Emily laughing softly at something he said. The easy, unguarded laugh she used when she was comfortable. The creak of the stairs. Then, for a while, nothing but the ordinary sounds of the house.

Then the sounds from upstairs began.

He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes and tried to be somewhere else, anyone else, doing anything other than this. But the walls of their house were not thick enough for what he was being asked to endure. Every thud of the headboard came through the ceiling with a clarity that felt almost deliberate. And Emily — God, Emily. Her voice rose through the floor and into the room and into his chest and stayed there, louder and less guarded than he'd heard it in years, completely unself-conscious, not performing for anyone, just taken apart and letting the whole house know it.

He sat at his desk with his head in his hands and his cock straining against his jeans and his chest clenched so tight he could barely breathe, and he endured it.

When it was over the house went quiet again. He heard the shower running. Then footsteps on the stairs — one set only. The front door opened and closed.

A few minutes later the den door opened softly and Emily came in, her robe wrapped around her, hair damp at the ends, face scrubbed clean and completely, peacefully calm. She moved to him without hesitation and bent to press her lips to his temple, her hand resting lightly on his shoulder.

"You okay?" she asked. Her voice was gentle, her eyes searching his face with genuine care.

He nodded. He couldn't quite meet her gaze.

She looked at him a moment longer, making sure, then straightened and moved to the kitchen. He listened to the quiet sounds of her moving around in there — the fridge opening, the soft knock of cupboard doors — and then she appeared in the doorway again with a plate.

A sandwich. His favourite, with the chips she always bought specifically because he liked them, arranged exactly the way she knew he preferred. She set it in front of him and touched his shoulder once, briefly, before she turned back to the kitchen to make something for herself.

He stared at the sandwich for a long moment.

She knew him so well. She had always known him so well. That was the thing about Emily — even on a night like this, perhaps especially on a night like this, she knew exactly what he needed without being told. The gesture was so completely and quietly her that it undid something in him he couldn't name.

He ate the sandwich. It was good. It was exactly right.

And that was somehow the hardest part of the whole evening.

It became, in the weeks that followed, their strange new normal. The preparation, the waiting, the sounds through the ceiling, the aftermath. Mike tried not to think of himself as a ghost drifting through the edges of his own life, inhabiting the spaces she didn't need for the other thing. Mostly he succeeded. He found a routine in it, a way of moving through those evenings that kept him functional if not exactly whole.

But certain moments branded themselves into him regardless. Moments he knew he'd carry for a long time.

Once, coming in from the garden on a warm evening, sweat cooling on his back, grass clippings on his boots, he took the back hall shortcut to the kitchen sink and stopped dead.

The guest room door was ajar. Just a few inches, but enough.

Emily was on her knees on the rug, her back half-turned to him, her hair pulled up into a loose ponytail that had come undone at the sides, dark strands falling against her neck. She was still wearing the sundress she'd had on at lunch. In front of her stood a young man in an Amazon delivery uniform — tall, dark-skinned, lean in the way that suggested actual muscle rather than the gym variety, his shirt pulled open at the collar. He had one hand resting loosely in her hair, not pushing, just resting, completely at ease, like a man who had nowhere else to be.

Mike's brain took a moment to assemble what his eyes were telling him.

The man's cock was out. Long and thick and dark, slick with her saliva, the kind of size that made Mike aware of himself in a way he didn't want to be aware of himself. Emily had both hands wrapped around the base of it — both hands, fingers not quite meeting — and her mouth was working the upper half with a slow, focused attention that made something in Mike's chest turn completely over.

He couldn't move.

He hadn't had his cock in Emily's mouth in — he tried to remember and the trying itself was its own humiliation. Years. It had been years. She'd never been enthusiastic about it, had always treated it as an occasional concession rather than something she wanted. He'd stopped asking eventually, the way he'd stopped asking for a lot of things, folding the want back into himself and carrying it quietly. He'd told himself it was fine. He'd told himself she just wasn't that way inclined.

She looked very inclined right now.

She leaned forward, taking more of him, and the sound she made — a low, muffled gag that she pushed through rather than pulling back from — went straight through the floorboards and into Mike's bones. The young man exhaled slowly above her, his hand tightening slightly in her ponytail, and Emily made a sound around him that was almost — enthusiastic wasn't the right word. Hungry. The word was hungry.

Mike's hand was pressed flat against the wall of the hallway. He couldn't have said when he'd put it there.

She worked him with a thoroughness that Mike had genuinely never been on the receiving end of, her head moving in long, deliberate strokes, her jaw stretched wide, spit glossing her chin, completely unself-conscious about any of it. The young man's breathing was changing, coming shorter and less evenly spaced, his hips beginning to shift toward her in small involuntary movements.

Mike knew he should go. Every second he stayed was a second he'd have to carry for the rest of his life. His boots were still dirty from the garden. He was sweating through his shirt. He was completely, shamefully hard.

He stayed.

The young man said something low that Mike didn't catch. His hand tightened in Emily's hair. His whole body went rigid.

And Emily — Emily, who had always, always pulled back, who had for nine years of marriage treated the finish line as something to be diplomatically avoided, who had once told him quite plainly that she found the whole thing unpleasant and he'd never pushed it, not once, not ever — Emily didn't pull back.

She took it.

All of it, without hesitation, her throat working, both hands still holding him through it while he shuddered above her. She stayed there until he was done, completely still, completely present. Then she sat back on her heels and pressed the back of her wrist to her mouth, and looked up at him with an expression that was unmistakably, undeniably satisfied.

Mike turned away from the door.

He walked to the kitchen sink on legs that didn't feel entirely his and turned the tap on cold and stood there with his hands under the running water for a long time, staring at the plughole, trying to think about anything other than what he'd just seen. His chest felt like something had been removed from it. His cock was so hard it ached.

She'd always hated it. She'd told him so, early on, kindly but clearly, and he'd accepted it without question because that's what you did, that's who he was. He'd filed it under things Emily didn't like and moved on.

Apparently it was things Emily didn't like with him.

He dried his hands on the kitchen towel and went upstairs to shower, and stood under the water for a long time, and didn't let himself think about it, and thought about nothing else.

And then, finally, there was Andre.


Introducing Andre 


Andre was the first one she introduced to him properly.

Mike had come home on a Friday evening expecting the usual quiet house, maybe Emily on the sofa with a glass of wine and something on television. Instead he opened the front door to the sound of voices in the kitchen — her laugh, low and easy, and underneath it a man's voice, easy-going and warm — and he stood in the hallway for just a moment, keys still in his hand, before he made himself walk through.

They were standing either side of the kitchen island. Two glasses of wine already poured, the bottle open between them. Emily turned at the sound of his footsteps, and he saw the colour in her cheeks — not guilt exactly, more like warmth, the particular glow of someone who'd been enjoying themselves before the room changed. Her hair was down, tumbling loose around her shoulders the way it did when she wasn't thinking about it. She looked beautiful and completely at ease and not quite like his wife.

"Mike." She smiled, a trace of breathlessness in it she was trying to smooth over. "Come in — this is Andre."

The man straightened from where he'd been leaning against the counter and crossed toward Mike with his hand already extended. He was tall — genuinely tall, the kind that registered immediately — with broad shoulders that filled out a plain black shirt without any apparent effort. His build was solid and casual about it, the way some men carried their size like it had simply always been there. Deep bronze-brown skin, a jaw that could have been carved, and a smile that arrived easily and without calculation. Nothing predatory in it. Nothing performing. He just took up space naturally, the way certain people do, and the room arranged itself around him without asking permission.

"Hey, man." His handshake was firm and direct, his eyes meeting Mike's without deflection or awkwardness. "Good to finally meet you. Emily talks about you all the time."

Mike found his voice somewhere. "Good things, I hope."

"Nothing but." Andre said it simply, like it was just true. He glanced back at Emily with an ease that made Mike's stomach tighten — the glance of a man who was already comfortable here, already at home in Mike's kitchen, already familiar with his wife in ways Mike was trying not to inventory. "She brags on you, honestly. Says you're the most dependable person she knows."

Dependable. There was that word again.

"She's something else, your wife," Andre continued, his tone the same easy warmth, like a friend at a bar rather than a man who had been — Mike stopped the thought before it finished. "Smart as hell. Funny. I mean—" He shook his head slightly, glancing at Emily again with something open and uncomplicated in his expression. "You know. You know what you've got."

Emily made a small sound, somewhere between flattered and self-conscious, and looked at the wine glass in her hand.

Mike nodded. "Yeah," he said. "I do."

It was unbearable precisely because none of it was cruel. Andre wasn't gloating. He wasn't marking territory or sizing Mike up or doing any of the things Mike might have steeled himself against. He was just — present. Warm. Genuinely, disarmingly friendly, the kind of man it would be easy to like under any other circumstances, and that made it so much worse. Mike could have handled hostility. He didn't know what to do with this.

"Can I get you a glass?" Emily asked, already reaching for the bottle.

"Sure," Mike said.

She poured it and handed it to him, and for a moment their fingers touched on the stem of the glass and she looked at him — just a look, quick and private, checking he was okay — and he gave her the smallest nod he could manage.

He was not okay. He was going to stand here in his own kitchen and drink wine with the man sleeping with his wife, and he was going to be civil, and somewhere underneath the civility he was already coming apart at the seams.

But he took the glass. And he stayed.

"Honestly, man." Andre shook his head slowly, looking at Mike with what appeared to be genuine appreciation. "Emily is something else. I mean it. She is stunning."

Emily made a sound of protest and swatted his arm, but the laugh that followed was unguarded and pleased, her eyes catching the kitchen light in a way Mike recognised — that particular sparkle she got when she felt seen. She slid the glass of wine across the island toward Mike, her fingers brushing his hand as she let go. Warm. Unhurried. The same instinctive tenderness she'd always had with him.

Andre caught it. His smile shifted into something softer, more observant.

"See, that right there," he said, nodding at their hands. "She still looks at you like that." He met Mike's eyes. "You know that? You're a lucky man."

Mike looked at his wife.

She was already turning back to Andre, laughing at something, her hair falling forward across her shoulder, but for just a moment he'd seen it — the way her eyes had rested on him. Fond and warm and genuine, the look of a woman who loved the person she was looking at.

Just not — hungry. Not the way she looked at Andre. Not the way she'd looked at him, once, a long time ago.

Andre wasn't wrong. That was the thing. He was completely, cheerfully, devastatingly not wrong.

Emily touched Mike's arm lightly. "There's a casserole in the oven — should be ready in twenty minutes, just needs the timer." She kissed his cheek, a brief and natural press of her lips, and then stepped back to where Andre was waiting. He watched her take Andre's hand — easily, without thinking about it, the way you take the hand of someone your body already knows — and lead him toward the hallway.

Her heels on the stairs. Andre's heavier tread behind her. Then the landing, and the sound of their bedroom door closing.

Mike stood in his kitchen for a moment without moving, looking at the space where they'd just been. The two wine glasses, one of them marked with her lipstick. The open bottle. The faint warmth of the oven. The ordinary, undisturbed room that had just contained all of that as though it were nothing remarkable.

He topped up his glass. Then thought about it and poured a more generous measure.

He carried it down the hallway to the small den, nudging the door open with his shoulder and reaching for the lamp. The amber light came on and the room settled into its familiar warmth around him — old paperbacks on the shelves, the faint smell of lemon polish, the armchair that had held the shape of him for years. This room had always felt like a refuge. His corner of the house, small and quiet and reliably his.

He found the book he'd been meaning to start for months — still on the side table where he'd left it, bookmark still in the same place — and lowered himself into the armchair. He opened it to the first page. He read the same paragraph three times without taking in a single word.

Above him, the house was quiet.

He turned the page anyway.

He heard them reach the landing. The soft thud of footsteps, a door clicking shut, and then the house rearranged itself around the fact of them being up there together while he sat down here alone.

He turned a page he hadn't read.

The wine was good — he'd opened something decent, telling himself he deserved it — and he made himself sip it slowly, let it sit on his tongue, focus on the tannins the way he'd read you were supposed to. He stared at the paragraph in front of him and recognised none of the words. His eyes kept drifting upward to the ceiling, drawn there by a reflex he couldn't override, as though if he looked hard enough the plaster might become transparent and show him something he simultaneously needed and didn't want to see.

For a while there was nothing. Just the ordinary sounds of the house settling.

Then the bed creaked.

Just once at first, softly, the way it did when someone sat down on the edge of it. Then voices, muffled and formless, carried down through the air vents in fragments he couldn't quite assemble into words. Emily's laugh — low and intimate, stripped of the social performance it had in company, the laugh she used when her guard was completely down. And Andre's voice underneath it, deep and unhurried, the particular register of a man who was comfortable and had made someone else comfortable.

Mike set his book face-down on his knee and looked at the far wall.

He picked it back up. He found his place. He read the same sentence four times.

The springs began their slow, rhythmic conversation with the floorboards above him. Quiet at first, almost ignorable, the kind of sound you could almost convince yourself was something else — the house, the pipes, anything. But it wasn't anything else and he knew it wasn't anything else, and the knowing sat in the centre of his chest like a coal, warm and persistent and impossible to ignore.

Then Emily made a sound.

Just a half-stifled gasp, soft and involuntary, gone almost as soon as it arrived. But it travelled through the vent and across the ceiling and down the walls and settled into the room with him as though it belonged there, as though it had always been there waiting.

His jaw tightened. The book became an object in his hands rather than a thing with meaning. He was aware of the fabric of the armchair against his arms, of his own breathing coming slightly too fast, of the wine glass cool in his fingers. He wanted to close his eyes and go somewhere else. He wanted to go upstairs. He wanted to leave the house entirely and drive until the city ran out.

He stayed in the chair.

Because leaving would mean admitting he couldn't do this. And he'd told her he could do this. And some stubborn, foolish part of him needed that to be true, needed to be the kind of man who could sit quietly in his own den with a decent glass of wine and a good book and simply allow his wife to have the thing she needed. Needed and, from the sound of it, was currently receiving with some enthusiasm.

The rhythm above him deepened. Andre's voice came through once — low and deliberate, more command than conversation — and whatever he said produced a response from Emily that Mike felt in his stomach rather than heard with his ears.

He sipped his wine.

He turned another unread page.

He stayed, and he endured it, and every sound pressed itself into him like a thumbprint, leaving a mark he knew would still be there in the morning.

Time did something strange. It stretched and compressed simultaneously, minutes feeling like hours and hours feeling like nothing at all, the clock on the wall losing all relevance while the sounds from upstairs wrote themselves into him.

He couldn't have said how long it lasted. Long enough that his wine glass was empty and he didn't remember finishing it. Long enough that the lamp seemed dimmer, or maybe that was just his eyes. The rhythm above had built and built with a patience that felt almost deliberate, measured and relentless, and Emily's voice had climbed with it, shedding each layer of restraint one by one until finally — finally — it broke completely. A cry that rang through the ceiling and down the hall and into the small warm room where he sat, raw and unguarded and utterly uninhibited, the sound of a woman receiving exactly what she needed.

Mike's knuckles were white on the armrests. His whole body had drawn itself inward, jaw clenched, shoulders rigid, as though bracing against something physical. Behind his eyes the images ran without his permission, vivid and relentless and entirely unbidden. He let them run. There was no stopping them.

Then silence. The particular quality of silence that follows — heavy and intimate and unmistakable, the silence of two people breathing slowly in a warm room together.

He stared at the open book in his lap and did not move.

After a while he heard footsteps. Two sets, unhurried, descending the stairs. Andre's voice, low and easy, near the bottom. Emily's answer, softer. The particular acoustics of two people comfortable enough with each other not to bother keeping their voices down.

Then Emily appeared in the doorway.

Her hair was up in a loose knot, the kind that happens naturally rather than being arranged. Her cheeks were still flushed, her eyes bright, her whole bearing carrying the particular looseness of someone who had been thoroughly and completely satisfied. She looked at him in the armchair with his empty glass and his unread book and smiled — tired and warm and genuinely fond, the smile she gave him after a long day, the smile that meant she was glad he was there.

She crossed to him and bent to press her lips to his temple, her hand warm on his shoulder.

"Don't stay up too late with that," she murmured, nodding at the book. "You've got that early call tomorrow, remember? The one you keep forgetting to reschedule."

She knew his calendar better than he did. She always had.

She squeezed his shoulder once and straightened, padding back toward the hallway, and Mike turned his head just enough to see Andre there by the front door, pulling his jacket on with the ease of a man who'd spent a comfortable evening exactly where he wanted to be. His broad shoulders filled the doorframe. He caught Mike's eye and gave a small, casual nod — no smugness in it, no performance — just the casual acknowledgement of one man to another.

Emily reached him without hesitation.

She rose onto her toes and kissed him — not a quick goodbye, not a polite peck — a long, slow kiss, her hand pressed flat against his chest, fingers spreading slightly as though she needed the contact even now. Andre's hand found the small of her back and held her there for a moment, and she let herself be held, and the whole thing lasted long enough that Mike had to look away.

Andre's low chuckle came through the hallway. The door opened, closed softly.

Emily turned back toward the kitchen, and he heard her begin to hum to herself — something tuneless and content, barely audible — the sound of a woman in her own home at the end of a good evening, entirely at peace. The kiss was still written across her face as clearly as ink.

Mike sat in the amber light of the lamp with his empty glass and his unread book and listened to her fill the kettle.

He eventually gave up on the book entirely. Just closed it quietly and set it on the side table and sat for a while in the amber light, not thinking about anything in particular, or trying not to. The wine was gone. The house was settled. Outside, the street was the ordinary kind of silent it always was at this hour.

He pushed himself up from the armchair and went upstairs.

The bedroom lamp was still on, turned down low, casting its warm light across the familiar geography of the room — the dresser they'd spent a disagreeable Saturday afternoon choosing from a warehouse outside the M25, the laundry basket at the foot of the bed with his shirt from yesterday still draped over the edge, the row of her books on the nightstand he'd never read. The ordinary shapes of their shared life, exactly where they always were.

He undressed in the quiet and reached for the covers.

The smell hit him before he'd even pulled them back properly — rising from the sheets with an immediacy that stopped him completely. Not her shampoo. Not the familiar warmth of her skin or the faint sweetness of the lotion she used on her arms before bed. Something heavier than any of that. The unmistakable, unambiguous musk of sex and sweat and another man's body, pressed into the fabric of their bed with the thoroughness of an evening that had clearly not been brief.

He stood at the edge of the mattress for a long moment, cover held back in his hand.

Then he got in anyway.

He lay on his back and looked at the ceiling and breathed. Each inhale delivered the same information, patient and relentless — the full reality of what had happened in this bed, in these sheets, on this mattress that still held the warmth of it. He could feel the evidence of the evening in the fabric beneath him. He turned his head and the pillow was the same.

His body stirred. He noticed it with the weary self-disgust of a man whose own instincts had long since stopped taking his feelings into account. He lay still and let the shame and the arousal coil together in the dark the way they always did now, indistinguishable from each other, two expressions of the same impossible thing.

He shut his eyes.

The smell was still there. Insistent and specific and completely without mercy, pressing the truth of what his marriage had become into him with every breath. Not symbolically. Not metaphorically. Just the plain, physical, unavoidable fact of it, held against his face in the most intimate space he had.

He lay rigid in the dark and waited for sleep.

It took a long time.

The weeks settled into a rhythm that had nothing to do with Mike.

Andre's visits didn't follow a strict schedule — it wasn't that mechanical — but they came often enough that Mike learned to read the signs. Emily moving through the house with a particular energy in the late afternoon, changing her top, checking her hair in the hallway mirror with the distracted focus of someone expecting company. The way she'd glance at her phone and smile at whatever she found there. The brightness that arrived in her face an hour before the doorbell rang, the kind of brightness Mike had stopped being able to put there himself.

When Andre arrived she'd open the door with that smile — wide and unguarded and completely unself-conscious — and touch his arm as she let him in, a light proprietary gesture that had become as natural as breathing. Then footsteps on the stairs. The muted sound of their voices, her laugh. The shift and creak of the bed settling into its rhythm above him.

It became the background music of his evenings. He learned to exist inside it.

One Thursday he came home earlier than expected — a meeting cancelled, the commute mercifully short — and let himself in through the front door to a house that wasn't quite quiet. He registered it immediately, that particular quality of sound, and he set his bag down in the hall and stood for a moment making a decision.

He walked toward the den.

The door was most of the way open. He stopped in the hallway outside it, and what he saw through the gap rooted him completely to the spot.

Emily was kneeling on the carpet in front of the sofa, her hair pulled up into a high ponytail, wearing the soft grey shirt she wore around the house on weekends. Both hands were wrapped around the base of Andre's cock — thick and dark and impossibly hard, both her hands not quite covering it — her mouth working the upper half with a slow, focused attention that made Mike's vision swim slightly at the edges. Her cheeks hollowed as she drew him deeper, her eyes closed, her whole bearing carrying a quality of concentration and pleasure combined that he recognised distantly as the expression of someone doing something they genuinely wanted to do. Not performing. Not accommodating. Wanting.

Andre was sprawled back into the sofa cushions with the particular ease of a man completely at home, one hand resting in Emily's ponytail — not directing, just resting, the loose grip of ownership — his head tipped back, breathing slowly.

Mike couldn't move. The blood left his face and came back again all at once, a wave of cold followed immediately by heat, and his hand found the doorframe without him deciding to reach for it.

As though sensing the shift in the room, Andre lifted his head.

His eyes found Mike's in the doorway. Held them.

No cruelty in it. No shame. No territorial display. Just that easy, unhurried grin spreading across his face — the same grin he'd had in the kitchen the first evening, warm and completely untroubled — and then, without any apparent irony, he raised his free hand and gave Mike a slow thumbs up, casual as a man approving a sandwich order, before his head dropped back against the cushions and a low groan came out of him as Emily took him deeper still.

Mike stood in the hallway and watched his wife's throat work around another man's cock while that man grinned at the ceiling, and felt the full absurdity and devastation and shameful, unwanted arousal of his situation arrive simultaneously and completely.

He stepped back from the doorway.

He went to the kitchen. He filled a glass of water and stood at the sink drinking it, looking at the garden, while the sounds continued softly from the other room.

He couldn't move. That was the humiliating truth of it — he stood in the hallway outside the den and couldn't make himself walk away, his back pressed against the wall, the sounds from the other room wrapping themselves around him with a thoroughness that bypassed every rational thought he had.

The wet, rhythmic pull of her mouth. Andre's breathing coming shorter and less controlled, a deep grunt of pleasure that vibrated through the wall. And underneath it all, audible even muffled, Emily's low hum of approval — the sound of a woman completely absorbed in what she was doing, enjoying it, present in a way she so rarely was anymore.

He finally pushed himself away from the wall and made it to the kitchen. Both palms flat on the counter, head down, heart hammering against his ribs. He stared at the grain of the worktop and tried to think about something — anything — else.

Then Andre's voice came through the wall, rough and urgent, stripped of its usual ease: "Fuck, I'm gonna—" Cut off by a guttural grunt, and then the sound that followed it — Emily's high, breathless squeal of pure delight, muffled in a way that made its meaning completely clear.

She hadn't pulled back.

Mike's hands tightened on the counter's edge until his knuckles ached. The silence that followed felt enormous, pressing in from all sides, and he stood inside it trembling with something he couldn't name cleanly — shame and jealousy and arousal wound together so tightly they'd become a single feeling with no edges.

She had never done that for him. Not once, in nine years. He'd never pushed it, never asked twice, filed it away under the long quiet list of things Emily didn't want and made his peace with it.

Apparently she'd wanted to all along.

Those moments accumulated. That was what he hadn't anticipated — not the individual incidents but the way they layered over each other, week after week, until he could no longer find the seams between them. They became the texture of his life, woven into the ordinary fabric of his evenings so thoroughly that he stopped being surprised and started simply absorbing.

Andre's laugh drifting down the stairs. The particular creak of the mattress finding its rhythm above him. Emily padding past him in the hallway afterward, flushed and loose-limbed and humming something tuneless to herself, trailing the warm scent of the evening behind her. The way she'd touch his shoulder as she passed — affectionate, gentle, completely at ease — as though the two halves of her life existed in perfect harmony and she saw no reason they shouldn't.

Maybe they did. Maybe that was the thing Mike was still struggling to understand.

He told himself he was adjusting.

It was the story he'd settled on, the one he repeated to himself in the quiet moments — that this was simply what their life looked like now, that he'd asked for it in his own way, that he was managing. Some days he almost believed it. He could go an entire evening without the tightness in his chest, could sit in the den with his book and his wine and listen to the sounds from upstairs with something approaching equanimity. He was adapting. He was fine.

Then the jealousy would come back.

It came without warning and without consistency — some nights a slow acid burn that worked through him over hours, eating at the edges of things, leaving him hollow by the time he went to bed. Other nights it arrived fast and hot and twisted itself almost immediately into something else, something he had less clean a name for, the arousal he despised in himself because it felt like a betrayal of his own dignity and yet arrived reliably, faithfully, every single time.

He was never sure which was worse. The want, or the shame about the want. The jealousy, or the way the jealousy kept converting itself into something his body found useful. Or worst of all — the thing underneath both of them, the thing that had nothing to do with Andre or the sounds from upstairs or the sheets that smelled of another man. The simple, stubborn, inconvenient fact that he loved her. Loved her the way he always had, completely and without much logic, and that love sat in his chest like something permanent, unaffected by any of the rest of it, clenching quietly every time she smiled at him or touched his shoulder or left him a sandwich on the desk without being asked.

This was his life now. He'd chosen it, in his way. He was living inside it.

But in the quiet hours, lying rigid in the dark while the sounds drifted down through the ceiling above him, he turned the same question over and over without ever quite arriving at an answer. How long could a man straddle this line — between the torment and the need, between the humiliation and the hunger — before one side finally won? Before something in him either broke or broke open into something else entirely?

He didn't know.

The headboard found its rhythm above him, and he lay in the dark and listened, and he still didn't know.


Burned In The Memory 


What haunted him most wasn't any single image. It wasn't Emily on her knees, or Andre's easy confidence, or the thumbs up that had nearly buckled him. It was his own reaction to all of it — the way shame and arousal had detonated simultaneously inside him, so hot and so fused that he couldn't find the join. The way he'd stood trembling at the kitchen counter afterward, disgusted with himself, and found the disgust doing nothing whatsoever to diminish what his body was feeling.

The memory came back at night with a clarity that nothing else in his life possessed. Sharper than anything useful. More present than anything he actually wanted to think about.

And gradually, without making a conscious decision about it, he stopped hiding.

Not all at once. It happened in increments, each one small enough to almost justify. He stopped putting headphones in. Stopped turning the television up. Stopped taking the long route through the house to avoid the rooms where sound collected. The muffled versions had turned out to be worse than the real thing — his imagination was a crueller editor than reality, always adding darkness, always extending things beyond what actually happened, filling in the blanks with versions that left him hollowed out in ways the truth didn't quite manage.

So he began moving closer.

First just to the foot of the stairs, standing in the hallway with his pulse in his throat, letting Emily's voice come down to him unfiltered. Then to the landing, where the sounds had texture and weight and specific detail. He'd stand with his back against the wall outside their bedroom door, breathing carefully, and listen to her in a way he'd never quite allowed himself before — the full unguarded reality of it, her voice doing things he'd never heard it do, every sound arriving without the buffer of distance or plaster or wilful self-deception.

Once, he'd stood at the door itself, hand against the frame, his cock hard in his fist, and felt the rhythmic shudder of the bed transmitting through the wood into his palm like a pulse.

Every time he moved closer the shame came with him, sharp and reliable as a blade. He knew what he was doing. He knew exactly what kind of man stood outside his own bedroom door listening to his wife being taken apart by someone else, stroking himself in the dark hallway of his own home. He had a very clear picture of that man and it was not a flattering one.

And yet the real thing was survivable in a way the imagined thing wasn't. That was the brutal arithmetic of it. Reality had edges and limits. It began and it ended. His imagination had neither — it ran all night without mercy, painted everything in the worst possible colours, and left him more destroyed by morning than the truth ever had.

The conclusion arrived quietly, the way the worst realisations do — not as a shock but as something he'd known for a while finally admitting itself into the light.

The only way through this was to take imagination out of it entirely. To see it. All of it. To be present for the reality rather than tortured by the invention of it.

The thought made him feel genuinely ill.

He turned it over for several nights in the dark, examining it from every angle, looking for another way out of the madness he'd been living in. He didn't find one.

There was only forward. There was only through.

He sat on it for four days.

Four days of turning it over in the dark, of talking himself into it and back out again, of watching Emily move through their house and trying to find the words for something he couldn't quite look at directly. He went through the motions of his week — work, meals, the ordinary machinery of their life together — and underneath all of it the decision sat, waiting.

On the fifth evening she made roast chicken.

He didn't know why that detail lodged itself so clearly — maybe because it was so completely, stubbornly normal. The kitchen warm and smelling of rosemary, the table set the way she always set it, wine already open and breathing. They'd eaten this meal a hundred times in this room. A thousand, maybe. It should have been comfortable. It should have been the easiest thing in the world.

She'd mentioned Andre casually, somewhere between sitting down and serving herself vegetables. He was coming later. Said it the way she might mention a delivery expected in the afternoon, entirely without weight, and went back to telling him something funny that had happened at work.

Mike had nodded and picked up his fork and spent the rest of the meal moving food around his plate.

She was warm across the table, the way she always was — her hair down around her face, her laugh quick when he made some feeble joke about the beans being slightly past their best. She reached across and touched his wrist when she laughed, an instinctive gesture, and refilled his glass without asking because she always knew when it needed refilling. The affection was completely genuine. He never doubted the affection.

He caught her eye once and she gave him a smile — soft and fond and entirely unsuspecting — and he looked back at his plate and tried to swallow past the knot that had been sitting in his throat since she'd mentioned Andre's name.

She loved him. He knew that. He also knew, with a certainty that had been building for weeks, that she loved Andre too — differently, hungrily, in the way their marriage had somewhere along the line stopped being. And Mike sat between those two facts, caught and diminished and unable to find his way out.

By the time she stacked the plates and carried them to the sink he could feel his own heartbeat in his palms.

He followed her into the kitchen. Leaned against the counter beside the refrigerator, arms folded, watching her run the tap. His mouth was completely dry. He'd rehearsed this. He'd rehearsed it a dozen times in the car, in the shower, lying awake in the sheets that still sometimes carried that smell. None of the rehearsals had made it easier.

"Emily," he said.

It came out smaller than he intended. Barely his own voice.

She glanced over her shoulder, a plate still in her hand, one eyebrow lifting. "Mm?"

He looked at her — standing at their sink in their kitchen, hair falling forward, completely at ease — and made himself say it.

"When Andre comes tonight." He stopped. Started again. "I don't want to be in the den."

She turned off the tap. Set the plate down carefully. Turned to look at him properly, reading his face with the attentiveness she'd always had — the particular focus she brought to things that mattered.

"Tell me what you mean," she said quietly.

He held her gaze. His hands were damp at his sides.

"I can't keep sitting in the other room." The words came out before he'd properly decided to say them, ragged and graceless, nothing like the careful versions he'd rehearsed. "I need — I need to see it. Actually see it. I can't keep—" He stopped himself, hearing the pleading note in his own voice and hating it.

Her hands went still in the water.

She didn't react the way he'd braced for — no alarm, no discomfort, no careful management of his feelings. She just turned, unhurried, and dried her hands on the towel, and looked at him with the steady, considering attention she gave to things that mattered. The absence of shock was almost worse than shock would have been.

She stepped toward him and raised her hand to his face, her palm still faintly damp against his cheek.

"You want to watch us," she said quietly. Not quite a question.

"Yes." The word cost him something.

"You're sure that's what you want?"

"I don't know if I want it." He held her gaze. "But I need it. I can't keep imagining. The imagining is — it's worse than whatever the truth is. It's always worse."

She looked at him for a long moment, her thumb moving slowly along his jaw, and the gentleness of it was almost unbearable — the specific tenderness of a woman who understood exactly what this confession had taken and wasn't going to make it harder than it already was.

She leaned in, close enough that he could smell her shampoo over the dish soap, and her voice dropped to something soft and private.

"You gave me what I needed," she said. "I know how hard that was. I know what it cost you." Her thumb stroked once more along his jaw. "The least I can do is give you this."

The relief and shame arrived simultaneously, a wave of heat that flooded through him and left him slightly unsteady. He opened his mouth.

"Andre will be here soon," she said, stepping back toward the sink with the easy calm of someone concluding a practical matter. "You can ask him then."

He stared at her. "What?"

"Andre." She turned the tap back on, rinsing the last glass. "He deserves a say in this. If you want to be in the room—" She set the glass on the rack. "You ask him yourself."

The words landed in him like something dropped from a height.

He turned it over, looking for a way around it, and found none. She was right, which made it worse. Of course she was right. And she knew — she had to know — exactly what she was asking him to do. To stand in front of the man who was sleeping with his wife and ask permission to watch. To look Andre in the eye and make that request out loud, in words, like a man applying for something that used to be his by default.

The humiliation of it was so complete it almost had a taste.

"It's up to you, sweetheart," she murmured, and brushed her lips against his temple — warm, leisurely, completely at ease — before turning back to the last of the dishes, humming softly to herself as though the conversation had reached its natural conclusion and she was simply waiting to see what he'd decide.

Mike stood in the middle of his kitchen, her kiss still warm on his skin, and stared at the back of her head.

Andre was coming in an hour.


Impending Doom

The hour between her words and the knock at the door was its own particular hell.

He paced the kitchen. Sat down. Stood back up. Checked his phone without reading anything on it. Poured a glass of water and left it untouched on the counter. His mind ran the same loop without variation — ask him yourself, ask him yourself — and every circuit left him feeling smaller than the one before.

He tried to find the words. Rehearsed them in his head, different versions, different tones. None of them sounded like something a man said. None of them sounded like anything other than what they were.

When the knock came he flinched despite himself.

Emily swept past him from the living room, smoothing her hair with one hand, her face already carrying that particular brightness that arrived with Andre. She moved to the front door with the ease of someone walking toward something she wanted, and pulled it open, and the smile that crossed her face was already fully formed before the door was even wide.

"Hey, sexy," she said warmly.

Andre filled the threshold — tall and imposing in a dark jacket, shoulders easy, that same effortless presence that tilted the room toward him the moment he entered it. He stepped forward and Emily moved into his arms as naturally as water finding its level, rising onto her toes to meet his kiss. Long and unhurried, her hand against his chest, completely indifferent to the fact that Mike was standing eight feet away in his own hallway.

Andre returned it with a low chuckle, his hands settling at her waist. "Good to see you, baby."

His eyes moved over her shoulder and found Mike. His expression shifted easily into that warm, untroubled smile — no awkwardness, no calculation, just the straightforward friendliness of a man who had never once found this situation complicated.

"Hey, man." He nodded. "How's it going?"

Mike's throat was completely dry. "Good," he managed. "Yeah. Good."

Emily slipped her fingers through Andre's and drew him inside, her laugh trailing behind her as she led him toward the living room. Mike stayed where he was, rooted to the hallway floor, the unrehearsed words sitting like concrete in his chest.

Then Emily paused. Turned back toward them both with the precise, deliberate casualness of a woman who had been waiting for exactly this moment.

"Andre," she said, her tone perfectly light, "I think Mike has something he'd like to ask you." She looked at Mike with an expression that was fond and patient and utterly implacable. "Isn't that right, sweetheart?"

Andre settled into the sofa with the casual ease of a man completely at home, one arm draped along the back, long legs stretched out in front of him. Emily moved to his side without hesitation, tucking herself against him, her thigh pressed against his, her hand resting lightly on his knee. The two of them together had a naturalness that Mike was still learning how to look at directly.

Andre's eyes settled on Mike. Patient. Curious. Not unkind.

"So," he said, his voice low and easy. "What's on your mind, man?"

The room contracted. Mike's throat worked and produced nothing. His hands hung uselessly at his sides, then found his thighs, then didn't know what to do with themselves there either. He glanced at Emily and found no rescue — she sat quietly against Andre's side, her expression calm and open, waiting. Her stillness made the silence louder rather than softer.

He moved to the armchair across from them and sank onto the edge of it, elbows on his knees, staring at the carpet between his feet. His face was burning. He pressed his palms flat against his thighs and tried to find the beginning of a sentence.

"This is..." He stopped. Swallowed. "This is hard to say."

Andre leaned forward, mirroring him, elbows on his own knees. He didn't fill the silence or rush it. Just waited, his gaze steady and without judgment, the patience of a man who understood that some things needed space to arrive.

Emily's hand moved on Andre's knee — a small, quiet squeeze — her eyes still on Mike.

"When you're here," Mike started. His voice came out scraped and uneven. "When you're here with Emily." He stopped again. The words were there, fully formed, and getting them out felt like pushing something jagged through a narrow space. He pressed his knuckles briefly against his mouth. "I want to be there. In the room. I want—" The last word came out barely above a whisper. "I want to watch."

The room held the admission for a moment.

Emily's voice came quietly from the sofa. "It's okay, Mike." Not managing him, not performing gentleness — just steady. Giving him somewhere solid to stand while the ground shifted under him.

He kept his eyes on the carpet. It was easier than looking at either of them.

"I've tried to respect your space," he began, his voice finding its way out slowly, like something that had been held back too long. "When you're together — upstairs, or in here — I stay out of the way. I keep myself busy. I try not to listen." He exhaled unevenly. "But I can't stop my head. It just — it fills everything in whether I want it to or not. Every sound, every silence. My imagination takes whatever scraps it has and builds the rest, and it's never..." He pressed a hand briefly to his forehead. "It's never kind about it."

He glanced up. Emily watching him with that quiet, steady patience. Andre leaning forward, elbows on his knees, his expression open and attentive — not letting Mike off the hook, but not making it harder either. Just present. Waiting.

Mike looked back at the carpet.

"I still love Emily," he said. His voice fractured slightly on it. "Very much. And I think that's — I think that might be the problem. Because when I hear you together. When I see how alive she is with you." He stopped. Let the breath out slowly. "Part of me hates it. Part of me hates both of you for it." He said it without apology because it was simply true, and they deserved the truth. "But there's another part that can't look away. That needs to see it. That needs it to be real rather than something I've constructed in my own head at two in the morning."

Emily shifted slightly on the sofa, her hand moving to rest on Andre's thigh. Her eyes never left Mike's face.

The room was very quiet.

Mike lifted his gaze. Looked at Emily first — her steadiness, her patience, the love in her face that was completely genuine and completely insufficient and completely, stubbornly his regardless. Then at Andre, calm and unreadable, waiting.

He made himself hold Andre's gaze.

"Andre." His voice came out barely above a whisper. He steadied it. "Would you let me watch? When you're with her." He didn't dress it up or soften it further — it was already as exposed as anything he'd ever said out loud. "I'm asking your permission."

The question settled into the room and stayed there, fragile and humiliating and entirely undeniable.

Mike's hands had closed into fists in his lap without him noticing. Every muscle in his body had gone rigid, braced against whatever came next, against the answer that would define what kind of man he was and what kind of life this had become.

He waited.

Andre was quiet for a moment. Then he let out a slow breath and shook his head, a low chuckle coming with it.

"Man." He looked at Mike with something that appeared to be genuine appreciation. "That's a hell of a thing to put out there."

Mike didn't know what to do with that. He nodded, barely.

"I mean it," Andre said. "Most guys couldn't admit something like that to themselves, let alone say it out loud. Let alone sit here and say it to me." He shook his head again, the same warm incredulity. "That takes something."

The word he didn't say sat in the space where he might have said it, and Mike wasn't sure whether he was relieved or not.

Emily shifted against Andre's side, settling into him, and his hand curved around her hip with the ease of long habit — thumb moving slowly across the fabric of her dress, completely unconscious about it. The gesture was so natural it hurt. That was the thing about Andre and Emily together — none of it was performed. None of it was for Mike's benefit or at his expense. It simply was, the way gravity simply was, and Mike sat across from it in his armchair and felt its pull.

Andre's eyes came back to him. Steady and calm.

"So," he said, his voice dropping into something quieter and more direct. "You want to watch me fuck your wife."

Emily made a sound and reached over to pinch his side. "Don't say it like that." But the warmth underneath the reproach gave her away completely — the slight curve of her mouth, the way she tilted her face up toward his jaw as she said it. "I'm not a possession."

Andre caught her hand, unbothered, his smile easy. "Didn't mean it that way, baby. Just saying it plain." His eyes moved back to Mike over the top of her head, calm and level. "But that's what it is. Right?"

Mike's jaw tightened. "Yes," he said.

Andre studied him for a beat. Something shifted in his expression — not unkind, just honest, the look of a man measuring something and arriving at a conclusion.

He nodded. Once, slow and deliberate.

"Alright," he said. "You want to be there, you can be there. But here's how it works." His voice was even, matter of fact, the tone of a man stating terms rather than issuing threats. "You sit where I put you. You stay quiet. You don't interfere, you don't direct, you don't involve yourself unless one of us says otherwise." His hand tightened slightly at Emily's hip. "You're there to watch. That's all."

He held Mike's gaze.

"And you're going to see exactly how I take care of her."

It wasn't a boast. That was what made it so difficult to absorb — it was simply Andre stating the existing order of things, the order that had been true for months now, the order Mike had been listening to through ceilings and walls and closed doors. Spoken aloud it became something else. Something solid and permanent and impossible to look away from.

Emily's face broke into a wide, warm smile, turned fully toward Mike now, bright and genuine and completely unselfconscious.

"See?" she said, her voice soft with affection. "That wasn't so hard."

The kindness in it was real. That was the thing — it was always real, and it always cut both ways. She still cared. She had always cared. The warmth in her voice was the same warmth that had been there for nine years, unchanged and undiminished. It was simply that the permission had come from Andre, and they all knew it, and the knowing sat in the room between the three of them like something solid.

Andre drew her back against his side, unhurried, and angled his head to find her mouth.

The kiss started slowly — exploratory, tasting — and then deepened with a naturalness that left no room for pretending it was anything other than what it was. Emily went into it without hesitation, one hand pressing flat against his chest, the other sliding up around the back of his neck, her whole body turning toward him the way a plant turns toward light. The sound of it carried across the room with a quiet, devastating intimacy — the soft pull of mouths, the small hum of pleasure in her throat that she didn't try to contain.

Mike sat rigid in the armchair, fists closed on his knees, and watched his wife kiss another man with the ease and hunger of someone doing exactly what they wanted.

Her cheeks were flushed. Her shoulders had dropped, the tension gone out of them entirely. She shifted closer into Andre's lap by increments, unconscious about it, simply following the pull of her own wanting.

Andre broke the kiss just far enough to speak, his mouth still brushing hers. "God, you taste good, baby." Then he took her mouth again before she could answer.

Emily laughed softly into the kiss, a shiver moving through her shoulders — pure uncomplicated delight — and when she finally pulled back her lips were already swollen, her eyes bright and slightly unfocused, the look of a woman who had been thoroughly kissed and was entirely happy about it.

She turned her head then, and looked at Mike.

Not cruelly. Not triumphantly. Just looked at him, steady and clear, with full awareness of exactly where he was sitting and exactly why he was sitting there. The look that said: you asked for this, and here it is, and now you know.

Mike held her gaze and said nothing.

There was nothing to say.

Andre didn't rush. That was the thing about him — he never rushed. He kissed her the way he did everything else, with a patience and certainty that suggested he had never once in his life felt the need to hurry toward anything. His mouth moved on hers slowly, thoroughly, his hand tracing the line of her spine with a deliberateness that made the intent of it completely clear.

Emily sighed into him. Not the polite, careful sounds Mike knew from their own bed — something looser than that, something that came from further down, the sound of a woman settling into exactly where she wanted to be.

Mike's throat worked. He sat rigid in the armchair, hands on his knees, and watched every detail brand itself into him whether he wanted it to or not. The smudge of her lipstick at the corner of Andre's mouth. The way her body had turned toward him completely, unconsciously, like she was no longer aware of anything else in the room.

Andre's hand found the hem of her blouse.

Emily laughed softly against his mouth as his palm slid warm against her waist. "Already?" The word came out low and breathless, more invitation than reproach.

"Oh yeah," Andre said simply, and drew the fabric upward.

She lifted her arms without hesitation, and the blouse was gone, tossed back over the sofa cushions, and there was Emily in pale lace that Mike recognised — had always recognised, had bought her once for a birthday years ago — her curves filling it exactly the way he remembered, the curves he hadn't touched in longer than he could honestly calculate.

Not for him. That was the thing sitting in the centre of his chest like a stone. He knew her body completely and she was baring it for someone else, and the knowing made it worse rather than better.

Andre bent to her neck. His mouth moved along the tendon there, deliberate and precise, and Emily's head tilted immediately to give him more — that instinctive, unguarded surrender that Mike had spent years trying to draw out of her and never quite reaching. Andre's hand covered her breast, thumb dragging slowly across the lace, and the sound she made was soft and sharp at once, her back arching slightly off the cushions.

He nipped once at her throat and she gasped.

Then he pressed her back into the cushions with the full, easy weight of his body, and the slow grind of him against her left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Emily's legs parted, her hands finding his back, nails pressing in as she lifted her hips to meet him with an urgency she'd never brought to Mike's bed.

She moaned. Low and long and completely unguarded.

Mike's hands had closed into fists on his knees without him deciding to close them. The jealousy burned through him hot and relentless, and underneath it, deeper and more shameful, that other thing pulsed — dark and insistent and entirely beyond his control, coiling low in his gut as he sat three feet away from his wife in another man's arms and couldn't look away.

Andre pulled back from her mouth and reached for the hem of his shirt, drawing it over his head in one smooth motion. The lamplight caught the planes of his chest and shoulders — broad and defined, the kind of body that came from something more functional than vanity, every muscle sitting easy under deep brown skin that seemed to absorb the warm light and give it back richer.

Emily's breath left her in a slow exhale.

She unclasped her bra and let it fall without ceremony, and Mike's chest tightened at the sight of her — her breasts bare in the lamplight, full and familiar, the body he knew completely and had no access to — and then she leaned forward and her hands were on Andre, exploring, moving across his chest and shoulders with an hunger that made it clear she'd been wanting to touch him since the moment he walked through the door.

"God, you're gorgeous," she murmured, almost to herself, and pulled him back down into her mouth.

They kissed for a long time. Mike sat in the armchair and watched the minutes stretch, each touch magnified by his proximity — the drag of her nails across Andre's back, the small sounds she made against his mouth, the way her whole body stayed turned toward him with that complete, unconscious devotion.

Then Emily planted both palms on his chest and pushed.

Andre leaned back obligingly, entirely unhurried, and Emily slid down from the sofa cushions to her knees on the carpet, her hair falling loose around her shoulders. She kissed his stomach. Then lower, her mouth tracing a slow, deliberate path downward while her fingers worked his belt with a deftness that suggested she'd done this before and intended to do it again.

Mike stopped breathing.

The belt came free. The button. The zip drawn down slowly, Emily in no hurry at all, her cheek resting briefly against the flat of his stomach as her hands worked. Then she drew the fabric down and Andre's cock came free and Mike felt the sight of it hit him somewhere between the stomach and the sternum.

It was — there was no way to look at it neutrally, no way to absorb it without the comparison arriving immediately and completely. Long and thick and very dark, heavy even half hard, the kind of size that explained things Mike had been trying not to understand for months. Emily's hand wrapped around the base of it — her fingers not meeting, not coming close — and even that single detail landed in him like something physical.

He thought about his own body. He couldn't help it. The thought arrived without invitation, specific and merciless, and sat there.

Emily looked up at Andre through her lashes, her lips curving into that slow, private smile — the smile Mike hadn't seen in years, the one that meant she was exactly where she wanted to be and knew it — and then she opened her mouth and took him in, slow and deliberate, her lips stretching wide around his thickness, her eyes fluttering closed as she found her depth.

Andre exhaled slowly above her, one hand dropping to rest in her hair.

Mike gripped the arms of his chair and didn't move and didn't look away.

Andre groaned, low and deep, his head tipping back against the sofa cushions. His fingers threaded into Emily's hair — not forcing, just holding, his hips rolling in a slow, easy rhythm that fed her more of him with each push. "Fuck, baby," he breathed, the words barely above a murmur, vibrating with a pleasure he wasn't trying to contain.

Mike sat completely still in the armchair.

The sounds filled the room with a terrible intimacy — the wet, rhythmic pull of her mouth, the soft gagging sound she pushed through without pulling back, the small, muffled hum of pleasure in her throat that meant she was enjoying this as much as he was. Her cheeks hollowed as she drew back and filled again as she took him deeper, her hair sliding through Andre's fingers like water, his hand closing and releasing, closing and releasing, the loose grip of a man entirely at ease.

Mike's nails had broken the skin of his palms. He hadn't noticed until now.

Emily moaned around Andre's cock — a deep, satisfied sound that travelled the length of him and came out as a shudder in his thighs — and took him deeper still, her throat working visibly, her eyes fluttering shut with the particular expression of someone absorbed in something they genuinely want. Not accommodating. Not performing. Wanting.

Then Andre's eyes opened and found Mike's across the room.

He didn't smirk. Didn't gloat or perform for him. Just held his gaze, steady and measured, while Emily worked her mouth up and down his cock below him. The look said nothing and everything at once — you asked for this, you're here, this is what it is — and then his eyes drifted back to Emily and he exhaled slowly and his hand tightened gently in her hair.

Mike's stomach dropped through the floor.

The shame and arousal had stopped being separable. They were the same thing now, a single unbearable current running through him, his cock straining against his jeans while his chest clenched with something that had no clean name. He thought distantly that he might come apart simply from sitting here, simply from watching, without touching anything at all.

He stayed exactly where he was.

Emily found her rhythm and stayed in it.

Her lips slid down his length in long, unhurried strokes, tongue working the underside on every pull back, her hands steady at his base. She knew what she was doing — that much was unmistakable — and she was doing it with a focused, unselfconscious hunger that made it clear she wasn't performing for anyone. Andre's groans came low and continuous now, deep sounds that filled the room and bounced off the walls and settled into Mike's chest like something lodged there permanently.

Mike sat with his thighs pressed together, hands flat on his knees, every muscle held deliberately still. His cock was straining so hard against his jeans it ached, and he was terrified to move, terrified that any shift in position would betray what his body was doing, as though it weren't already obvious, as though anything about this situation weren't already completely transparent.

It was Emily's sounds that undid him most. Not Andre's groans — those were expected, those he could categorise and file away. It was the small, satisfied hums she made around Andre's cock, soft little notes of pleasure rising from her throat as naturally as breathing, the sounds of a woman doing something she genuinely loved. She had never made those sounds in their bed. He would have remembered.

Andre laughed softly through his panting, the sound warm and intimate, his hand tightening in her hair. "Damn, baby." His voice was rough at the edges but affectionate underneath. "That mouth of yours is something else."

Emily's answer was to push deeper.

She took him until her nose nearly brushed his stomach, her throat working around his thickness, and Andre's hips jerked upward involuntarily, a sharp hiss tearing through his teeth. His head dropped forward and he looked down at her with an expression that hit Mike somewhere completely different from the rest of it — not lust, or not only lust, but something warmer and more specific. Adoration, almost. His thumb moved to her cheekbone, brushing gently where her hair had plastered damp against her skin.

That tenderness. That casual, unthinking intimacy.


Broken

That was what broke him open, more than any of the rest of it. The sex he'd braced for. The size he'd absorbed, somehow. But the gentleness — the way Andre looked at her, the way she leaned into his touch even with her mouth full of him — that was the thing that used to belong to Mike, the register of their relationship that had quietly, gradually, without any single moment he could point to, migrated somewhere else entirely.

He sat rigid in his chair, face burning, breath coming in shallow pulls, cock useless and aching in his jeans, and watched the man his wife loved touch her face like she was something precious.

Andre's groans had lost their composure entirely now, coming ragged and continuous, his chest heaving, his thighs tightening under Emily's hands with the involuntary tension of a man getting close. His fingers had closed fully in her hair, not directing, just holding on.

"Fuck, Emily—" His voice was rough and broken at the edges. "You're too good, baby. Too good—"

His eyes opened and found Mike's across the room.

It lasted only a moment — that direct, unbroken connection between the two of them, the bull and the husband, held together through the woman kneeling between them. Andre's expression had moved past performance entirely. This was something rawer than smugness, rawer than triumph — the unguarded face of a man receiving something extraordinary, lit from underneath by the full awareness of what it meant that Mike was sitting there watching it happen. No cruelty in it. Just the plain, devastating fact of it.

Then his head dropped back.

"Oh fuck—" His voice fractured, urgent and unmistakable. "Here it comes — don't stop, don't—"

His whole body shuddered.

Emily didn't pull back.

Mike's brain snagged on that fact and couldn't move past it.

He knew her. He knew this about her specifically, more than almost anything else. It had come up early in their relationship — stated clearly, without ambiguity, with the mild distaste of someone describing something they found genuinely unpleasant. The taste of it. The texture. The whole business. She'd been unapologetic about it because there was nothing to apologise for, it was simply true, and he had accepted it as simply true without a second thought. In nine years he had never once asked her to reconsider. It simply wasn't something Emily did.

Except that she was doing it.

She had her hands braced on Andre's thighs, holding herself in place as he came hard into her mouth, his cock pulsing against her tongue, and she was taking all of it — not flinching, not pulling away at the last second, not tolerating it with visible reluctance. She was swallowing him down with a low, muffled sound in her throat that contained no distaste whatsoever. Her eyes were closed. Her shoulders were relaxed.

She stayed there until he was completely finished, until the last shudder had moved through him, and only then did she draw back slowly, dragging her lips along his length one final time as she released him.

She sat back on her heels. Pressed her fingers briefly to her lips. Looked up at Andre with dark, satisfied eyes.

"Good?" she asked softly, and the word came out warm and faintly amused, the tone of a woman who already knew the answer.

Mike sat in the armchair with his hands gripping the arms so hard his fingers had gone numb, and turned over the simple, devastating arithmetic of what he'd just witnessed. Nine years. Not once. And she had just done it like it was nothing, like it was something she did all the time, like she'd simply needed the right person to do it for.

The jealousy hit so hard it crossed into something almost physical. And underneath it, relentless and shameful and entirely beyond his control, the arousal burned on.

Andre sagged back into the sofa cushions, chest rising and falling heavily, one hand resting loose in Emily's hair. The room had the warm, spent quality of aftermath.

Emily pulled back slowly, deliberately, dragging her lips along his length one last time before releasing him. She sat back on her heels and looked up at him, eyes shining, a slow and wicked smile spreading across her face.

"God," she breathed, almost to herself. "I wasn't expecting that." She ran her tongue briefly across her lower lip, considering, like someone surprised by a wine they'd underestimated. "You taste amazing."

Then she rose up and kissed him — deep and unhurried and completely without self-consciousness, sharing the taste of him back with him as though that were the most natural thing in the world.

Andre laughed low against her mouth and pulled her up onto his lap, his big hands cradling her face with a gentleness that was somehow worse than everything else Mike had witnessed tonight. "You're perfect, baby," he murmured, thumbs brushing her cheekbones. "Absolutely perfect."

Emily made a small, pleased sound and melted against him.

Mike sat in the armchair and shook.

Not visibly — he was holding himself together with everything he had — but underneath it he was trembling, a live current of shame running through him from his chest to his hands. He had asked for this. He had sat in this room and asked Andre's permission and been granted it like a concession, and now he was watching his wife curl into another man's lap and be called perfect, and he couldn't find the bottom of what he was feeling.

He didn't know if it was destroying him or the only thing keeping him present in his own life. Maybe both. Maybe there was no difference anymore.

Andre eased Emily back against the cushions with the same measured confidence he brought to everything, his hands firm and deliberate as he pressed her down into the sofa. She laughed — that low, trembling laugh that kept converting itself into a moan — and then his fingers were sliding up the inside of her thigh, slow and certain, and the laugh dissolved completely.

His fingers found the edge of her underwear and hooked beneath the fabric.

Emily's hips lifted without hesitation, offering herself up, and Andre drew the underwear down her legs in one smooth motion and dropped it to the floor without looking at it.

Then he simply looked at her.

Spread her knees apart with both hands and looked, taking his time, his dark eyes moving over her with an thorough, possessive attention that made Emily squirm and bite down on her lip. She was completely bare to him now, completely open, and the weight of his gaze alone was making her chest rise and fall faster.

Mike looked at his wife laid out in the lamplight and felt everything he had ever wanted and everything he had lost arrive in the same moment, indistinguishable from each other.

Then Emily shifted position and Mike's breath left him completely.

It had been years. He hadn't let himself count exactly how many but his body knew — the recognition arrived like a physical blow, intimate and devastating. He knew her. He knew every detail of her, had mapped her completely in another life, and now she was spread open in the lamplight for someone else, glistening and swollen with a want that had nothing to do with him.

She was dripping wet. Visibly, completely aroused in a way he hadn't seen in so long the memory of it had gone soft at the edges. The sight of it landed in him like an accusation — not of anything she'd done wrong, just the plain, merciless fact of it. She wanted this. Her body was saying so without ambiguity, without any possibility of misinterpretation.

Andre lowered himself between her thighs and Mike stopped breathing entirely.

He didn't rush. Of course he didn't rush — Andre never rushed anything. He held her open with both hands, thumbs pressing gently at her inner thighs, and looked at her for a moment in the lamplight with the unhurried appreciation of a man who intended to take his time. Then he lowered his mouth to her and the first long, slow drag of his tongue made Emily's whole body seize.

She gasped — sharp and involuntary — and her hand flew out to grip the sofa arm, fingers white.

Andre settled in. His tongue moved with a deliberateness that made it clear he knew exactly what he was doing — long, slow strokes from base to top that made her hips roll helplessly toward him, then quick, focused attention at the top that made her choke on her own breath, then deep and thorough again before she could gather herself. He read her responses with the attentiveness of someone who had been paying close attention and remembered everything, adjusting without being asked, following every sound she made to its source.

Emily was falling apart.

Her long hair spilled across the cushions, her head pressing back, the tendons of her throat standing out as she arched into him. Her free hand found her own breast, squeezing, tugging at her nipple as though she needed somewhere to put the sensation, some way to distribute what he was doing to her across more of her body.

"Andre—" His name came out wrecked, barely a word. "Oh God — oh God—"

Mike sat in the armchair with his hands gripping his own knees and watched his wife receive pleasure she had apparently been capable of feeling this entire time.

That was the thought that arrived and wouldn't leave. She was capable of this. This volume, this abandon, this complete and total loss of self-consciousness — she had always been capable of it. It had simply required the right person. The right mouth. The right hands holding her open while she writhed against them.

Andre groaned into her, a deep satisfied sound that vibrated against her slick folds, and Emily's hips bucked hard off the cushions, a sob tearing out of her.

"Right there — don't stop — please don't stop—"

Her thighs had closed around his head, trembling, her heels pressing into the sofa, her whole body drawn bowstring tight. Andre held on, hands firm on her hips now, keeping her exactly where he wanted her, his mouth relentless and precise, giving her no quarter and no pause.

"Fuck — yes — I'm — Andre, I'm coming—"

She came apart completely.

Not the careful, contained thing Mike had spent years trying to coax out of her — this was total, her whole body seized by it, spine arching off the cushions, toes curling, fingers clawing at the fabric beneath her. A sound tore out of her that had no self-consciousness in it whatsoever, raw and shaking and enormous.

Andre didn't stop.

He held her down with both hands firm on her hips and kept his mouth on her through every wave, his tongue relentless and precise, drawing each pulse and convulsion out to its full length, following her through it rather than backing off, until she was gasping and shaking and pressing weakly at his shoulders with hands that had no strength left in them.

Only then did he lift his head.

His mouth was wet, his expression unhurried and deeply satisfied, the look of a man who had set out to do something specific and done it thoroughly. He looked up the length of her body at her glazed, undone face and something warm moved through his expression.

"Fuck," he said quietly. "Look at you."

He rose up and gathered her easily — his hands sure and strong at her waist — and drew her up onto his lap. Her skirt had bunched around her waist, her hair everywhere, her face still soft and blurred with the orgasm she was still coming down from. She straddled him with the boneless ease of someone whose body had stopped taking instructions from their brain entirely.

Mike watched his wife settle into another man's lap and couldn't locate a single thought that was any use to him.

She was still trembling. Small aftershocks moving through her, her skin flushed from her chest to her throat, her breath coming in uneven pulls. Andre's hands moved over her back slowly, steadying her, his mouth finding her neck while she gathered herself.

"Andre—" His name came out soft and unsteady. "I need—"

"I know," he said against her skin. "I've got you."

His cock pressed against her, thick and insistent, and Emily reached down with shaking fingers to find him, to guide him, her forehead dropping to his shoulder as she positioned him against her entrance.

They both groaned as he began to fill her.

Mike heard the sound leave both of them simultaneously — Emily's high and broken, Andre's low and guttural and deeply satisfied — and gripped his own knees hard enough to feel his pulse in his fingers.

She took him slowly, inch by inch, her breath hitching with each one, her fingers digging into Andre's shoulders as her body stretched around his thickness. Her head fell back, lips parted, an expression crossing her face that Mike had no frame of reference for — it was beyond pleasure, beyond anything he'd managed to put there. The expression of a woman being filled in a way that reached something in her that had been waiting a long time.

"Oh God," she breathed. "Oh God, you feel—"

She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to.

Andre held her hips and let her adjust, his jaw tight with the effort of staying still, giving her body time to accommodate him. His thumbs moved in slow circles against her hipbones. Patient. Always patient.

Then Emily started to move.

Tentatively at first — small, rocking motions, finding what worked, her brow furrowed in concentration — and then with growing confidence, lifting and sinking in a rhythm that built steadily, her thighs flexing against his, her whole body engaged in it. Andre's hands guided without directing, following her lead, letting her find what she needed.

"That's it," he murmured, watching her face. "That's it, baby. Show me what you need."

She showed him.

The rhythm deepened. Her movements became less tentative and more deliberate, more urgent, her hips rolling forward on every downstroke to find the angle that made her breath catch. Andre matched her, his hips rising to meet hers, and the sound of it filled the room — the rhythmic slap of skin against skin, her breathless cries climbing steadily in pitch, Andre's low continuous groaning underneath it all like a bassline.

Mike sat in the armchair three feet away and watched Emily ride Andre with a focused, desperate hunger he had never seen from her. Not performed. Not encouraged into being by patience and careful attention. Just there, immediate and entirely genuine, her body finally doing what it had apparently always wanted to do.

Her breasts moved with the rhythm, her hair wild around her face, her mouth open and completely unguarded. She was talking — fragments, mostly, words that didn't quite form: yes and there and his name, over and over, Andre's name, said the way you say the name of something you've needed for a long time.

Andre pulled her down harder and she cried out.

"Right there—" Sharp and urgent. "Don't stop — please don't stop—"

He didn't stop. His grip on her hips tightened and he drove upward into her rhythm and Emily's whole body lurched forward, her arms wrapping around his neck, holding on, her cries coming faster and less coherent as she chased what was building in her.

Mike's cock was straining so hard against his jeans it had gone from arousal to something closer to pain, and he sat with his fists on his knees and his face burning and his eyes wide open, because closing them was worse, and watched his wife come alive in a way he hadn't been able to make her come alive in years.

The room throbbed with it. Sound and heat and the raw, animal reality of two people completely absorbed in each other, entirely indifferent to the man sitting in the armchair watching.

He had asked for this.

He had sat in this room and asked for exactly this, and now it was happening three feet in front of him, and he couldn't decide if it was the worst thing that had ever happened to him or the first honest thing in years.

Emily rose and dropped in a steady, consuming rhythm, and Mike could not look away.

He knew that body. He had mapped every inch of it over nine years — the curve of her waist, the soft weight of her hips, the particular shape of her ass that he had held and kissed and worshipped with the devotion of a man who understood he had something precious. He knew it completely.

And he was watching it work greedily for someone else.

Her cheeks flexed with every descent, dimpling, the motion hypnotic and relentless. Andre's hands rested on her hips, guiding without forcing, and with every downward plunge she took him entirely — all of him, that thickness, that length — her body swallowing him in a way that made her cry out on every stroke. Mike could see it. Could see the stretch of her around him, the obscene, undeniable evidence of the difference between them, written plainly in the way her body responded. The sounds she made going down onto Andre were sounds Mike had never drawn from her. Had never been capable of drawing from her.

The blade of that knowledge turned slowly in his chest.

His palms were soaked. His breathing had gone ragged without him noticing. And before he'd made any conscious decision about it his hand had moved — unzipping himself, freeing his aching cock into his fist with a relief so immediate it was almost painful. He gripped himself tightly and stroked as quietly as he could, his eyes locked on the place where Andre disappeared inside Emily on every thrust, framed by the curves he loved most in the world, the curves that weren't his anymore.

The pleasure was sharp and ugly and indistinguishable from shame. He bit down on his lip to keep the sound in, his fist moving in the shadow of the armchair, his whole body coiled with the effort of staying silent.

Then Andre's voice cut through the rhythm like a hand closing around his throat.

"Hey."

One word. Flat and even.

Emily froze mid-descent, startled, her head turning. Mike's hand locked around himself, completely motionless, caught so thoroughly and completely that denial wasn't even available to him as an option.

Andre's eyes had found him across the room. Dark and steady and entirely unamused. He didn't raise his voice. He didn't need to.

He simply looked at Mike, and waited.

"That wasn't the deal, man."

Andre's voice was calm. Unhurried. But it carried a weight that landed in the room like something dropped from a height. He shifted Emily down into his lap as he spoke, one large hand spreading across her back — not possessive exactly, just settled, the gesture of a man reestablishing the natural order of things.

His eyes stayed on Mike.

"You said you wanted to watch." The word landed with quiet emphasis. "That was the agreement. You sit, you watch, you don't involve yourself." His gaze dropped deliberately to Mike's hand, still wrapped around himself in the shadow of the armchair, then came back up to his face. "That's not watching."

The blood in Mike's ears was so loud he could barely hear himself think. His face had gone from burning to something beyond burning entirely.

"I'm sorry," he managed. "I wasn't — I didn't mean to—" He reached down to tuck himself away and Andre raised one hand, stopping him mid-motion.

"Hold up."

Mike froze.

Andre regarded him for a moment, his expression neither cruel nor sympathetic. Just measuring. The expression of a man deciding something.

"You want to be involved, that's a different conversation," he said evenly. "But you don't get it both ways — sitting in that chair helping yourself while we do the work. That's not how this goes." His eyes held Mike's steadily. "If you want to contribute, then you contribute properly. You come over here and you use your mouth on Emily while I fuck her. You make yourself useful to her." A beat. "Or you put yourself away and you go back to watching. Those are your options."

The words arrived in Mike's chest one by one, each one heavier than the last.

Emily had slid off Andre's lap and was sitting beside him now, her hair mussed around her face, thighs still loose and open, skin flushed with the particular warmth of a woman thoroughly worked up and not yet finished. She looked between the two of them with dark, bright eyes, her chest rising and falling quickly. She said nothing. This, apparently, was between them.

Mike looked at his wife. Then at Andre. Then at the floor.

The humiliation was so complete and so thorough it had gone past the point of being painful and become something else — something clarifying, almost. A moment of absolute transparency about exactly who he was in this room and exactly what his place in it looked like.

He swallowed hard.

"What do you want me to do?" he asked. His voice came out barely above a whisper.

The question was directed at Emily.

She held his gaze for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she glanced at Andre, something passing between them, quick and private. She looked back at Mike.

Andre's hand moved slowly up Emily's thigh, warm and possessive, settling at her hip. His eyes stayed on Mike the whole time, steady and unhurried.

"She doesn't want you that way anymore." He said it without cruelty, the way you state a fact about the weather. "I know that's hard to hear. But that's the way it is." His thumb moved in a slow circle against her hip. "If you love her — and I can see that you do — then you accept that. You find another way to be useful to her."

The words sank into Mike like stones dropping through water, each one finding its depth slowly.

His stomach had turned over completely. The humiliation was a physical thing, sitting behind his ribs, hot and enormous. He looked at Emily almost involuntarily, needing something from her face — and what he found there landed harder than anything Andre had said. Not pity exactly. Compassion. Steadiness. And underneath both of those things, unmistakably — encouragement. She wanted this. Whatever Andre was about to say, she already knew it and she wanted it.

"What do you mean?" Mike's voice came out cracked and thin.

Andre leaned back into the sofa cushions, completely at ease, his cock still hard and glistening wet from Emily. He looked at Mike with the calm patience of a man who had already decided how this was going to go.

"I mean there's a way you can be part of this," he said. "A way you can still be useful to your wife." His dark eyes held Mike's without any flicker of discomfort. "You get down between her legs while I'm inside her. You use your mouth on her — on her clit, on whatever makes her feel good — while I fuck her." A pause, deliberate and weighted. "You'll be close enough to feel every stroke. Close enough to taste both of them on her." He let that land. "You'll know exactly what's happening and you won't be able to do a thing about it except make it better for her."

The silence in the room was absolute.

Mike understood the full architecture of the humiliation being offered to him. He would be on his knees, his face inches from where Andre's cock was driving into his wife, his mouth on Emily while another man used her, able to feel the rhythm of it against his own face, unable to participate in any way that mattered, reduced to a supporting role in his own marriage bed.

He would be useful. Just not in any way that restored anything he'd lost.

He looked at Emily.

She was watching him with those soft, steady eyes, her thighs still loosely open, her skin still flushed. She reached out and touched his knee gently, just once, her fingers warm.

"It's okay," she said quietly. "If you want to."

Mike looked at the floor. Then at his wife. Then at the floor again.

He got up from the armchair and crossed the room on legs that didn't feel entirely his, and sank to his knees between them.


As Small As Can Be

Mike had never felt smaller in his life.

And yet here he was, moving from the armchair to his knees on the living room carpet with the slow, deliberate obedience of a man who had run out of alternatives, run out of arguments, run out of anything except the bare truth of what he wanted and what he was willing to accept in order to have some version of it.

The carpet was soft under his knees. He registered that detail with the strange clarity that comes when the mind fixes on small things because the large things are too enormous to process directly.

Andre was repositioning Emily with the casual confidence of a man rearranging something that belonged to him. Drawing her forward to the edge of the sofa cushion, tilting her hips, spreading her thighs wider, making the geometry of what was about to happen entirely clear. Emily moved with him, her body responsive and willing, her eyes half closed, still floating in the warm aftermath of the orgasm he'd pulled out of her earlier. She was flushed from her chest to her throat, her hair wild around her face, her lips slightly parted.

She looked more beautiful than Mike could stand.

He settled between her thighs and the full reality of his position arrived all at once. His face was inches from her. He could feel the heat radiating from her skin, could see every detail of how thoroughly aroused she was — swollen and glistening, her body having given up any pretence of restraint hours ago. Above him Andre stood, taking his time, stroking himself slowly back to full hardness, watching Mike with an expression of calm and absolute authority.

"Go on then," Andre said. Not unkindly. Just stating the order of things.

Emily's hand settled on the top of Mike's head.

Not pushing. Not directing. Just resting there, her fingers loose in his hair, the weight of her palm warm against his skull. It was the most casually possessive gesture he had ever experienced and it moved through him like a current, shame and want arriving simultaneously and indistinguishably.

He lowered his mouth to her.

The taste of her hit him before his lips had even fully made contact — intimate and overwhelming, so deeply familiar that nine years collapsed into nothing, and so altered by the context of this moment that familiar became something else entirely. He knew her. He had always known her here, had spent years learning the specific geography of what she liked and needed, cataloguing it carefully even during the long drought when she wouldn't let him near her.

He put everything he knew to work.

She responded immediately. Her breath left her in a long, shuddering exhale, her hips rolling toward him, her fingers curling more firmly in his hair. He worked slowly, deliberately, using his tongue with the focused attention of a man who understood this was the only contribution available to him and intended to make it count.

"Oh—" Emily's voice came from above, soft and undone. "Oh, that's—"

She didn't finish the sentence.

Then Mike felt Andre move into position above him.

The shift in weight on the sofa cushion. The warmth of him, close, enormous. Andre's hand finding Emily's hip, steadying her. Mike could feel the proximity of him without looking up — could feel the displacement of air, the intention of it, the absolute certainty of what was about to happen inches from his face.

He kept his mouth on Emily.

Andre pressed forward and Emily gasped — a sound completely different from anything Mike had drawn from her, fuller and rawer, the sound of her body being stretched in a way that reached somewhere deep — and Mike felt it against his lips. Felt the change in her, the way she opened further, the way the sounds she made shifted register entirely as Andre began to fill her.

He was right there.

He could feel the rhythm of it before it even properly started — the slight movement transmitted through Emily's body into his mouth, the way she tilted her hips to take more of Andre and pressed simultaneously toward Mike's tongue, using both of them, taking everything available to her without apology or self-consciousness.

Above him Andre began to move.

The first thrust was slow and deliberate, and Emily's cry came down over Mike like something physical. Mike felt it everywhere — in his chest, in his stomach, in the aching hardness still trapped in his jeans that he had no hand free to do anything about. He was on his knees with his mouth on his wife while another man's cock moved inside her inches from his face, and the reality of it was so complete and so absolute that it had passed beyond humiliation into something else — something he had no clean name for, something that lived in the territory past shame where the truest things resided.

He tasted her arousal deepening as Andre's rhythm built. Could feel every stroke in the way her body responded against his mouth, the way she swelled and trembled, the sounds she made growing less coherent and more desperate with each passing minute. Andre's pace was unhurried, as always, each thrust long and complete, withdrawing almost entirely before driving back in, and Emily's hips moved to meet every one, caught between the two of them, receiving everything.

"Mike—" His name, in her voice, broken almost beyond recognition. Her fingers tightened in his hair. "Don't stop — please don't stop—"

He had no intention of stopping.

Andre's hand came to rest briefly on the back of Mike's head, beside Emily's — not gentle, not rough, just present. A single point of contact that communicated everything about the hierarchy of this moment without a single word being spoken. Mike felt it land in him like a stone dropped into still water, the ripples moving outward through his whole body.

He stayed exactly where he was.

Emily's thighs had closed around his head now, trembling, her heels pressed into the cushions. Above him Andre's rhythm was deepening, the thrusts coming harder and more purposeful, the sofa shifting with the force of it, and Mike could hear everything — the slick, obscene sound of Andre moving inside her, the creak of the cushions, Emily's cries ascending steadily toward something enormous.

He worked his tongue against her with everything he had.

And felt his wife begin to unravel between them.

Andre found his rhythm and the room changed around it.

There was no other way to describe it — the atmosphere shifted, thickened, the air itself seeming to press closer as he began to move with a purpose and force that made everything before it feel like preamble. The slow, exploratory pace was gone. This was something else. This was Andre taking what was his and making no apology for it.

Each thrust drove forward with a force that pushed Emily up the cushions, her whole body jolting with it, a sharp cry torn from her on every stroke. Mike felt it all from inches away — the movement transmitted through her thighs clamped around his head, the rhythm of it against his mouth, the slick obscene sound of Andre inside her filling the room with a frankness that left nothing to the imagination.

Mike kept his mouth on her and tried to breathe.

It wasn't easy. The pace Andre set was relentless, each stroke long and driving and complete, and Emily's hips moved to meet every one with a hunger that had abandoned all restraint. She was using both of them simultaneously — pressing back onto Andre as he drove forward, rolling toward Mike's mouth in the spaces between, taking everything available to her with the single-minded focus of a woman who had waited a long time for this and intended to make the most of every second.

Above Mike, Andre's body was a presence he couldn't ignore. The heat of him, the size of him, the sheer physical authority of him moving above Mike's face with absolute confidence. Each forward thrust brought him close — obscenely, deliberately close — his body framing Mike's position between Emily's thighs like a fact being stated plainly and repeatedly. This is what she takes now. This is what fills her. You are here on your knees because this is all that remains available to you.

Mike understood. He understood with a completeness that had moved past pain into something almost meditative.

He kept working his tongue against Emily and felt Andre's rhythm in his jaw.

Then Emily spoke.

It started quietly, almost to herself, her voice rough with exertion and pleasure. "God — you feel so good — so fucking deep—" Directed upward, at Andre, her fingers tightening in his hair above while her other hand stayed in Mike's. But then her head dropped forward and she looked down, and her eyes found Mike between her thighs, and something shifted in her expression.

The softness didn't leave exactly. But something else arrived alongside it.

"Look at you," she breathed. The words came out low and wondering, almost tender, but with an edge underneath that Mike hadn't heard from her before. "On your knees." Her hips rolled, taking Andre deeper, and the moan that followed was long and satisfied. "This is where you belong, isn't it? Right here."

Mike's whole body tightened.

"He's so deep, Mike." Her voice was breathless, punctuated by Andre's thrusts, each one pushing the words out of her unevenly. "You feel that? Every time he moves?" She looked down at him with dark, glittering eyes. "You could never — God — you could never make me feel like this."

The words landed like something blunt and heavy, and the most devastating thing about them was that they weren't said in anger. There was no cruelty in her voice, no performance of dominance. She was simply telling him the truth in the only unguarded way she knew how — from inside the most honest moment of her day, stripped of every social grace, saying the thing that was simply, plainly true.

Andre drove forward, hard, and Emily's sentence dissolved into a cry.

"That's right, baby," Andre said above, his voice rough but steady, the voice of a man still in control of himself even now. "Tell him."

Emily laughed — a breathless, shaking sound — and looked back down at Mike. "He's so much bigger than you." Said almost wonderingly, as though she was still absorbing the fact of it herself. "Every time I feel you I think about how — oh God — how different—" Andre punctuated the thought with another thrust and she lost the rest of it.

Mike's face was burning. His cock was straining. His eyes were stinging with something he refused to identify.

He didn't stop.

He worked his mouth against her with everything he had, and felt the rhythm of Andre above him through her body, and held his position on his knees on the carpet of his own living room, and took every word she said and let it go somewhere deep and wordless where the shame and the need had merged into a single thing long ago.

Above him Andre's breathing was changing. Getting shorter. Less even. The thrusts were finding a new urgency, harder and less restrained, the sofa shifting with the force of them, Emily's cries pitching higher with each stroke.

She looked down at Mike one more time, her face completely undone, eyes bright and glazed.

"You're going to feel him finish," she managed, barely coherent, the words falling apart around her breathing. "You're going to feel everything." Her fingers tightened in his hair. "And you're going to stay right there."

It wasn't a question.

Andre's control finally broke.

It happened with a shift in his breathing first — the steady, unhurried rhythm fracturing, coming shorter and harder, his thrusts losing their measured quality and becoming something more urgent and less restrained. Emily felt it before Mike did, her body responding to the change in him immediately, her back arching, her hands gripping the sofa cushions.

"Andre—" His name, urgent and breathless. "Don't stop — please—"

"I've got you," he managed, his voice rough and strained for the first time all evening. "I've got you, baby."

His pace became punishing. Each thrust drove forward with a force that shook the sofa, that pushed Emily up the cushions, that sent her cries into a register Mike had never heard from her. Mike was pressed close — unavoidably, deliberately close — feeling the full force of it transmitted through Emily's thighs clamped around his head, through the movement of her body against his mouth, through the air itself being displaced around him.

He worked his tongue against her desperately.

This was the only thing he had. The only contribution available to him. And somewhere underneath the humiliation and the shame and the burning in his eyes he needed — needed with a fierceness that surprised him — to make her come. Not for himself. Not to reclaim anything. But because it was the one thing he could still do. The one small territory still available to him in the wreckage of everything else.

He focused everything he had on that.

Emily's thighs were shaking. Her fingers had twisted into his hair so tightly it pulled at the roots, holding him in place, grinding herself against his mouth between Andre's thrusts as she chased what was building in her. She was close — he knew her well enough to know that, knew the specific tension in her thighs, the way her breathing changed quality rather than just volume.

"Mike—" His name, torn out of her. "Right there — don't you dare stop—"

Then Andre drove forward and stayed there, buried completely, his whole body shuddering, and he came.

Mike felt it through Emily's body before he understood what was happening — the way she lurched forward, the way she cried out with a fullness and depth that was different from anything before, the way Andre's groan above him was torn from somewhere beyond voluntary control. Long and guttural and helpless, the sound of a man completely undone.

Emily's hand locked in Mike's hair.

She pressed him in. Held him there. Her fingers like iron at the back of his skull, allowing no retreat, no hesitation, no distance between his mouth and what was happening directly above it.

"Stay there," she breathed. "Stay right there."

Mike stayed.

Andre finished in long, shuddering pulses, and Emily cried through every one, her whole body shaking, her grip on Mike's hair never loosening. And then Andre withdrew — slowly, carefully — and Mike felt the full consequence of that immediately, the warmth of it reaching his lips before he'd fully processed what it meant.

The taste hit him like a wall.

His whole body recoiled — a visceral, involuntary response, his stomach turning over completely, every instinct he had screaming in one unanimous direction. He tried to pull back. Emily's hand held him exactly where he was.

"Keep going," she said softly. Not cruelly. Just firmly, the quiet authority of a woman who knew what she wanted and had stopped apologising for it.

He kept going.

The taste was overwhelming — thick and salt-sharp and entirely, unmistakably not Emily, foreign in a way that his body protested loudly and continuously. His jaw worked. His eyes were streaming. He didn't stop.

Because underneath all of it, underneath the revulsion and the shame and the degradation of his position, something else was happening. Emily's breathing was changing again. Her thighs were trembling. Her hips were rolling in small, desperate circles against his mouth as he worked through everything that Andre had left behind, and he could feel her building again — could feel the specific tension gathering in her that he recognised from years of paying closer attention than she knew.

She was going to come.

From him. From his mouth. From the thing only he knew how to do for her.

He worked harder, ignoring everything his senses were screaming at him, focusing down to a single point — Emily, her pleasure, the thing he could still give her that Andre's size and confidence couldn't replace. His tongue found her, precise and relentless, and Emily's grip in his hair shifted from restraint to something else, pulling him closer rather than just holding him there.

"Oh God—" Her voice was shaking. "Mike — oh God — don't stop—"

He didn't stop.

She came with a cry that rang off the walls, her thighs clamping around his head, her whole body arching and shuddering, wave after wave rolling through her while he held his position and worked her through every last tremor until she was gasping and limp and finally, gently, her hand released its grip on his hair.

Mike sat back on his heels.

His face was wet. His eyes were streaming. His jaw ached. He was trembling from his knees to his hands and his cock was so hard it had long since passed pain and arrived somewhere numb.

He looked up at his wife.

Emily lay completely destroyed against the cushions, chest heaving, one arm across her face, a smile spreading slowly underneath it — the most unguarded, satisfied smile he had seen from her in years.

She moved her arm and looked down at him. Her eyes were soft and bright and completely at peace.

"Good boy," she said quietly.

The words landed in him like something he hadn't known he needed. Warm and devastating and entirely, shamefully welcome.

Above him, Andre exhaled slowly and reached down to squeeze Emily's ankle with a proprietorial tenderness.

Mike remained on his knees on the carpet of his own living room, and felt something shift permanently and irrevocably inside him.

Andre stretched, unhurried, and pushed himself up from the sofa with the easy confidence of a man completely comfortable in his own body. He said nothing, just dropped a hand briefly to Emily's hair, fingers trailing through it with a casual tenderness, before padding out of the room toward the hallway.

Emily lay against the cushions, still loose and glowing, listening to the sound of the shower running upstairs. She reached for the throw blanket at the end of the sofa and pulled it loosely around herself, humming faintly, eyes half closed.

Mike was still on his knees on the carpet.

He hadn't moved. Wasn't entirely sure his legs would work if he tried. He was still trembling slightly, his jaw aching, his face still warm, his mind somewhere between completely blank and dangerously full. He became aware gradually of the persistent, aching insistence of his own body — he was still rock hard, had been for so long it had become a kind of background condition, ignored through sheer necessity.

He shifted, trying to adjust himself quietly.

Emily's eyes opened.

She looked at him for a moment with the soft, satisfied attention of someone surfacing slowly from somewhere very warm and comfortable. Her gaze drifted down.

She raised an eyebrow.

"Still?" she said.

He said nothing. His face, somehow, found a new register of burning.

The shower cut off upstairs. A few minutes of silence, then footsteps on the landing, and Andre appeared in the doorway, towelling his hair, completely and entirely unselfconscious about the fact that he was naked. He dropped the towel over his shoulder and leaned against the door frame.

Even soft, the man was extraordinary. That was simply the plain, unavoidable fact of it. He hung heavy and thick against his thigh, completely relaxed, and Mike's eyes went there before he could stop them and stayed there for one devastating moment of comparison before he looked away.

Emily had followed his gaze. She looked at Andre, then back at Mike. Then at the rigid outline still pressing insistently against the front of Mike's jeans.

The smile that crossed her face was slow and warm and not entirely kind.

"You know," she said conversationally, glancing back at Andre with a tilt of her head, "he's bigger than you right now and he's not even hard."

The words dropped into the room like a stone into still water.

Mike opened his mouth and found nothing in it.

Andre glanced down at himself, then at Mike, and had the decency not to comment, though the corner of his mouth moved.

Emily set the blanket aside and stood, crossing to Mike with the unhurried ease of a woman who had spent the last two hours being thoroughly taken care of and was feeling generous. She reached up and kissed him — properly, softly, her mouth warm and tasting of wine — and he felt it everywhere, felt his whole body lean toward her like a plant toward sun, nine years of wanting her collapsing into a single point.

Her hand found him through his jeans.

He made an involuntary sound against her mouth.

She unzipped him and wrapped her hand around him and he was already so far gone, had been so far gone for so long, that the first stroke alone nearly finished it. She worked him with a looseness and lack of ceremony that communicated very clearly what category this fell into — not desire, just maintenance — and by the third stroke his legs were shaking.

The fourth undid him completely.

He came with an almost pained sound, his forehead dropping to her shoulder, spilling over her fingers and onto the carpet in helpless, shuddering pulses that he couldn't have held back if he'd tried. It lasted perhaps ten seconds. Maybe less.

He stood trembling against her, breathing hard.

Emily stepped back and looked at her hand, then at the carpet, then up at his face. The smile was still there, natural and amused and completely at ease.

"Four strokes," she said softly, with the mild, wondering tone of someone remarking on the weather. "Barely four." She tilted her head. "Andre was inside me for almost an hour."

Mike stared at the floor.

She reached up and patted his cheek once, gently, the same way you'd reassure someone who'd done their best with what they had.

"Go get a cloth and clean that up, sweetheart," she said, nodding at the carpet. "Then come to bed."

She turned back to Andre in the doorway, the smile warming into something entirely different as she reached for his hand.

Mike stood in the middle of his living room, still trembling, and went to find a cloth.

Andre left quietly, the way he always did. The front door closing softly behind him, his footsteps fading down the path, and then just the ordinary nighttime sounds of the street and the house settling around them.

Emily found Mike in the kitchen, rinsing his hands at the sink, staring at the plughole. She came up behind him and wrapped her arms around him from behind, her cheek pressing between his shoulder blades, and just held him there for a moment without speaking.

He stood very still and let her.

"Come to bed," she said quietly.

They moved through the house together, turning off lights, the familiar ritual of it unchanged despite everything. Mike checked the back door was locked. Emily filled a glass of water. The cats wound around their ankles on the stairs. Ordinary. All of it stubbornly, surreally ordinary.

In the bedroom she turned the lamp to its lowest setting and pulled back the covers and got in, then held them open for him. He undressed slowly, his body exhausted in a way that went beyond physical, and climbed in beside her.

She pulled the covers over them both and turned toward him, and he felt her warmth along the full length of him in the dark.

"Come here," she said softly.

He turned toward her and she drew his head to her chest, her fingers moving slowly through his hair, and held him the way she used to hold him a long time ago when he'd had a hard day and needed somewhere to put it down. Her heartbeat was steady under his ear. Her breathing slow and even.

He felt something in him begin, very carefully, to unknot.

They lay like that for a while without speaking. The room was warm and quiet and entirely theirs in a way it hadn't felt in a long time.

Then Emily spoke.

"Are you okay?" she asked. Her voice was genuine — not performing concern, just asking.

"I don't know," he said. It came out more honest than he intended, which was probably the right answer.

She pressed her lips to the top of his head. "That was a lot."

"Yeah."

Her fingers kept moving through his hair, slow and rhythmic. "You did well tonight," she said softly. "I mean that."

He absorbed that in silence for a moment.

"Emily." His voice came out low and careful.

"Mm."

"When you said—" He stopped. Started again. "What you said. While Andre was—" He couldn't find the end of the sentence.

She didn't pretend not to know what he meant. "I know," she said simply.

"Did you mean it?"

A pause. Long enough to be its own answer before she spoke.

"Yes," she said quietly. Not unkindly. The way she said things when she'd decided honesty was more important than comfort. "I meant it. Not to hurt you. But yes."

He nodded against her chest. Something tightened briefly in his throat and then loosened.

"The thing with—" He stopped again.

"The four strokes?" she said, and there was a warmth in her voice that managed to be simultaneously fond and completely without illusion.

"Yeah."

"Mike." She tilted his chin up so he was looking at her in the low light, her eyes soft and direct. "That's always been true. You know that. We've both known that for a long time." Her thumb moved along his jaw. "Tonight just made it — visible."

He held her gaze. "And Andre."

"Andre is Andre," she said simply. "That's separate from you. It doesn't cancel you out." She settled back, drawing him back to her chest. "You're not competing with him. You never were."

"It doesn't feel that way."

"I know." She pressed her lips to his hair again. "But you made me come tonight, Mike. You." She said it plainly, without drama. "With your mouth, on your knees, after everything else — you made me come. Andre didn't do that. You did."

He closed his eyes.

"That matters," she said quietly. "That's yours. Nobody else did that."

He lay against her in the warm dark and turned it over — the pride of it, the humiliation of it, the strange and complicated territory where those two things overlapped. It wasn't simple. It wasn't going to become simple. But it was real, and it was honest, and he was beginning to understand that real and honest were going to have to be enough.

"What are we?" he asked eventually, into the dark.

She considered it seriously, the way she considered things that deserved it.

"We're us," she said finally. "Just a different version of us than we planned on."

He thought about that for a long time.

Her breathing had slowed by the time he spoke again, nearly at the edge of sleep.

"Emily."

"Mm."

"Don't stop telling me the truth." He paused. "Even when it's — even when it's that kind of truth."

Her arms tightened around him.

"I won't," she said softly. "I promise."

He closed his eyes and lay in the dark listening to her heartbeat, and felt the particular exhausted peace of a man who has had something true happen to him — not something good exactly, not something easy — but something true, and has survived it, and is still here on the other side of it in the arms of the woman he loves.

It would be enough.

For tonight, it would be enough.
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Opening Pandora's Box: A Husband's Fantasy Explodes Into Reality

As I sat alone in our bedroom, a cold sweat broke across my skin.

I’d just sent my wife Chloe downstairs to the guest room where my best friend Luke was staying. And I’d sent her there for one reason only — to give him a handjob.

It started as dirty talk. Just a filthy fantasy we whispered about during sex. But tonight I crossed the line. I told her to go. I watched her full hips sway as she left the room in her tight tank top and pink pajama pants, knowing exactly what she was about to do.

Now I’m frozen in place, heart hammering, cock throbbing in my hand, imagining her soft fingers wrapping around him… stroking him… making him cum.

I thought I could control this.

I was wrong.

Pandora’s box is open… and my wife is only getting started.

Into Reality: A Husband's Cuckold Fantasy Becomes His Brutal Reality

When Ben confesses his darkest fantasy — watching his beautiful wife Katie with another man — he never imagined it would become their new reality.

What starts as drunken dirty talk quickly spirals into something far more dangerous when Katie sets her sights on Ben's best friend, Andy. One wild night in their guest room changes everything. Ben watches helplessly, strapped to a chair, as his wife eagerly drops to her knees, her soft lips stretching wide around Andy’s massive cock, taking him deeper than she ever took her husband.

But the strangest part of all isn't that it bothers Ben. It doesn't! What bothers him is the fact he's got a rock hard erection.

Cleanup: A Cuckold Husband Learns His Place

Despite the bitter-salt taste flooding my mouth, despite the sheer degradation of it all, I couldn’t stop. I sucked, licked, devoured her cum-stuffed pussy like a man starved—tongue plunging deep, chasing every thick drop of the three strangers who’d just finished inside her.

Laura rode my face with savage abandon, hips grinding down, smothering me in slick heat and the mingled scent of her arousal and their release. Her moans turned frantic, words dissolving into gasps as her climax built. Then she shattered—hard. Her body convulsed above me, thighs clamping my head, pussy clenching and gushing as she bucked wildly, trying to drown me in the creamy mess she’d collected.

I could barely breathe. I didn’t care. The humiliation—the knowledge that I was nothing but her cleanup toy while real men had wrecked her—was everything I’d ever craved and more.

And then, buried beneath her, suffocating in her and them, I felt it happen. Without a single touch, without even realizing the edge was coming, I came too. My cock twitched helplessly, spurting weak ropes onto my stomach as shame crashed over me in waves hotter than any orgasm should be. I trembled under her weight, spilling myself uselessly while she rode out the last shudders of her pleasure.

Pathetic. Broken. Exactly where I belonged.
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