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      She had the perfect marriage, almost.

      

      When Emily's husband first told her an old college buddy would be staying, at first she was dead against the idea. After all, they're trying for a baby and the last thing she needs is some stranger the other side of the paper-thin walls.

      

      However, after a chance encounter with the seductive Andre, things soon change. He's charming, he's large, and he's very black.

      

      Emily tries her hardest to fight her ever-growing curiosity, she's a good wife, after all, but Andre's only in town for a week opening a new gym franchise.

      

      However, when circumstances conspire to bring them together, will she be strong enough to resist?
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      My husband’s entire body clenches, my head nestled in the crook of his arm as he heaves hot breaths into my ear until finally, I feel his manhood pulsing against my walls and there’s that delightful moment, a few short seconds of bliss, when I feel his seed spilling inside of me, one, two, three quick spurts that will ultimately go to waste. He removes his weight from his forearms, transferring himself flat atop me as he gasps for air.

      “Fuck, babe,” he lavishes my neck with kisses, the blood gradually draining from his shaft as he slowly loses size until finally he slips out, “I love you so much.” He tips onto his side, removing his weight from my belly.

      Now that I can breathe I take a much needed gulp of oxygen. “I love you too.” I sit up and watch as Ben gets out of bed and opens the curtains, flooding the room with light.

      “Man, am I parched,” he opens the minibar and pulls out a bottle of Evian, unscrews the cap and tips back his head. The sun reflects off the sweat covering his chest and arms, as well as his apparently expanding midriff, and I can’t help but let out a sigh. He wipes his mouth. “What’s up?”

      Damn, he wasn’t meant to hear that but I never lie to my husband, so… “Ben, you’re losing your sexy shape.” I feel awful the moment I say it, these last six months since the promotion Ben’s been working harder than he’s ever worked in his life. Who has time to workout with his kind of schedule? And I know he does it all for me and hopefully, maybe, sometime very soon, for a little addition too.

      His face softens and he steps back toward the bed, passing the water. “You’re not wrong, babes,” his hand finds its way into my hair and he begins twining long blonde clumps around in his fingers as I close my eyes and lean into his touch, “but you know what it’s like … client meetings, dinners, drinks,” he says the final word as though it’s the major culprit, which it probably is, Ben loves his beer, “I should just learn to say no but I swear, it’s like every one of these big investors just loves to wine and dine.” He lets out a snigger, “makes you wonder how they ever made their fortunes in the first place.”

      I open my eyes and feel a rush of warmth spread through my body when I catch him gazing at my DDs, my nipples still hard from so recently having him inside of me, his mouth enclosed around my areolas. I take a sip of water. “Don’t worry about it, I was just being silly. You work so hard and you’re good at what you do so your clients are right to treat you. You deserve it.” I gently squeeze my legs together, forlornly willing his semen further inside, even though I know it’s pointless. Tomorrow I start my period so there’s not much good his creamy wad can do now. He knows this, of course, but the way he’s still gazing at me makes me question if I’m not the only one thinking about another bounce.

      Instead, he shakes his head and backs away slightly. “No, you’re right. I’m the one who’s always talking about staying in shape for conceiving and yet here I am letting the side down.” Ben once showed me an article about how putting on weight mutates your genetic coding, which then causes your offspring to receive this altered ‘fat’ DNA. It was a poorly written feature that may or may not have held any substance but what it did succeed with was making my husband paranoid about keeping in shape, just in case. It was a sacrifice I could quite easily live with, even if lately he’s been letting things go, just a little. His hands run down the length of my arms. “Fuck, I mean, you’re certainly doing your bit.”

      I smile and taste the saliva building in my mouth as I watch his manhood slowly filling with blood. I wrap my hand around it, urging it on, my fingers overlapping my thumb as I begin milking his length. “It’s not the same. I’m here all day, I have all the time in the world to exercise,” to keep my butt looking prime for my man. I tell you, but deep squats with a heavy bar really brings out the shape of your legs and ass, and Ben loves nothing else more in this world than that moment when I sink down on top of him. He says exercise has made me tighter, which was kind of the whole idea, and I feel tighter around him myself though that, unfortunately, along with our finally ditching the condoms, tends to ensure he usually lasts only a few minutes, which is the only snag, I guess.

      He closes his eyes and groans. “Fuck.”

      I continue working him, his solid organ beneath a thin layer of silky smooth skin, a beautiful straight shape with a mushroom head that’s slightly thicker than the rest of him, and an overall respectable length. I’ve never complained, he manages to bring me off maybe one time in every eight or nine, maybe every one in seven when he spends time using his mouth, which he loves to do. I’m lucky. Certainly more than most.

      He grunts and his grip on my hair tightens. “Fuck…”

      I let up, “damn it, no, quick, get inside of…” my words trail off when a pea-sized quantity of cream oozes out from his tip.

      He blows out a stream of morning air and shrugs. “Well, we did just do it, babes.”

      I nod and this time I manage to hide my irritation a whole lot better than before, “right.”

      “Anyway,” he straightens and heads in the direction of the en suite, “I’ve got work,” he turns out his palms in apology, his butt, what only six months before was a wonderful sculpture now appears almost chunky, certainly dimpled. It was just a silly article. The door closes behind him and I collapse down into the covers, and almost immediately after, the door swings open again, the water behind him cascading down from the shower head. “Oh, that’s what I was meant to tell you…” there’s something in his voice, something that doesn’t sound good at all.

      “What?” I sound skeptical as intended.

      His face clenches momentarily. He’s been keeping whatever this is from me. “I promised a buddy he could crash for a few days, maybe up to a week…” he leaves it there and braces for my probable rejection before persisting. We’ve had guests plenty of times, we have a spare bedroom for precisely that purpose, well, at least until our little addition arrives, but that’s just it … we’re supposed to be making our little addition. Ben knows how self-conscious I get making love when one of his college buddies, or my Aunt Caroline, is staying in the next room. I really hate these stupid paper-thin walls.

      Tomorrow, when I inevitably come on, it will be six months of trying without success. I turn twenty-six in a few days, things shouldn’t be this hard when I’m in my prime. Honestly, I’m beginning to regret the years of Ben’s enforced condom wearing on account of the horrendous reaction my body has to birth control. Since he’s been allowed to go in naked, it’s like he’s addicted, and truth be told it feels better for me too, but where’s my baby! Now I’m being told that a stranger’s coming to crash at precisely the moment I’m starting to get anxious. No, we need to be at it all the time, because what if there’s a problem? Right now, some old smelly former college buddy who I’ve never met is about the last thing I need.

      My hands clench around a fistful of blanket. “Who, what, why and when?” It might not be so bad, maybe up to a week, is what he just said, by which point I’ll be just coming out of menstruation and there’ll be a fresh egg ready and waiting to receive one very attractive, intelligent, motile and lucky cell of pristine sperm. All will be well. At least that’s what I have to tell myself. “Well, has the cat got your tongue?” Any longer than a week and I’ll turf this buddy guy out myself.

      He blows out air as the steam from the bathroom begins to envelop him. “You never met my buddy Andre, did you?” There’s a reminiscing expression on his face as his eyes roll up and I can tell immediately this Andre guy must be, or at least was, a close friend to my husband. In four years of knowing Ben, including one year of marriage, I’ve only ever met two of his old college friends. These days, most of his social life revolves around the investment firm or golf club, both of which appear to be gathering steam, whereas mine diminishes every time another one of my friends becomes a mom and I happen to be missing that one thing that would keep me relevant.

      “No, I never met him, who is he?”

      He shakes his head as if to emphasize that it’s obvious. “He was my training partner, you know, at college?” He raises the pitch of the last word to make it sound like a question, as if that’s not what we’ve been talking about.

      “Ok, right,” I lean forwards, “you mean from your old MMA days?” I’m vaguely aware of his old college hobby but unfortunately, I never got to share in it with him, or he in my Crossfit interest. We met very late on while studying.

      “Old?” He grins and shakes his head and I feel my earlier resolve wilting, he has a way of winning me around. “Yeah, just don’t let him catch you saying that. He’s back in town to open a new gym so it’s a perfect opportunity to catch up, like old times,” he takes a step back into the steam.

      “New gym?” I ask skeptically.

      He has to turn back to me, the irritation clear on his face. “Mixed martial arts … gym. What’s the difference? Babe, the smoke alarm’s gonna…” the last word is lost to the sound of the slamming door.
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      Pancakes and coffee are being set upon the table as Ben breezes down the stairs, spanking in the suit he knows makes me feel so lucky. He’s a delicious man who still looks as good as the day we met on graduation day. Talk about a close call. That was because we’d taken different courses, he Accounting and Finance, me Chemistry, though luckily we’d still managed to get all the usual cliche photos together; us wearing our cap and gowns, showing off our certificates and launching our mortarboards into the air, and from that day onwards we’ve never been apart. Ben has sexy masculine features, a strong jawline, straight nose and a symmetrical face, despite having had an interest in martial arts. Best of all, however, it’s his stubble that drives me so wild.

      I stroke his jaw and delight in the scratchy sound it makes. “Syrup?”

      He grabs his coffee and gulps down half without so much as sitting. “Can’t today, babes, got to dash. Clive Woodthorpe’s flying over specially from Pittsburgh. He’s interested in the new mutual fund we’re pushing.” He sinks the other half and slings his bag strap over a shoulder. “This could be massive, anyway…” he pecks me on the cheek and grabs the keys to his Porsche before turning for the door.

      “Wait,” I screech. I need information. Logistics. Being ready and stuff. “You never told me when your friend’s arriving.”

      When he glances back over his shoulder, his eyebrows are raised. “Oh, yeah, sorry, about six, maybe a bit later, but I’ll be back by then.”

      My eyes widen of their own accord. “You mean he’s arriving today?”

      He squints, “didn’t I already say?”

      “No,” I fold my arms and experience the kind of panic that comes from knowing the rest of your day’s going to be a mad dash attempting to get things done. I have three Zoom calls scheduled with students today, two undergrads and a masters, all needing help with their dissertations. The spare room will need making up for this Andre guy and I’ll also need to make a special trip for the extra groceries. It’s unlikely I’ll even get chance to do any study of my own so I guess today my PhD will have to take a backseat. Huff. There’s no way I’m skipping leg day, however, though it might have to be a swift session at the weights.

      Ben checks his watch. “Well now you know, look, I’m out of here,” since I’d wandered over, he reaches out to give me another peck on the lips, “enjoy your day and oh…”

      “Yeah?”

      He reaches around to squeeze my ass in a way that gives me a wonderful jolt of chemicals, he loves my ass and I love that he loves it. “Do an extra rep for me.”

      I’m all giggles when the door closes and I watch through the window as he enters the Porsche he’s worked so hard to afford. A few seconds later, the gates are opening and he rolls away.

      I blow out air, the mad dash commences, but first I finish breakfast before changing into my training gear and heading for the garage.

      Once there, I crank up my Taylor Swift playlist and turn to catch my svelte five-foot eight-inch frame in the mirror for some joint mobilization exercises, puckering my lips in appreciation of my toned body, perky boobs and tight ass especially. I’ve got it and I know it, but I’ve worked bloody hard for what I have so I’ll be damned if I’m not going to enjoy it. People say I have photogenic Nordic features, though I’ll just have to take their word on that since I’ve never been to Norway. I guess it’s the package, though, that’s the reason I still frequently get attention from men, despite being married. It’s always nice to get attention, it’s a confidence boost, but it’s never solicited and I’ve never ever been tempted to stray.

      No, this package is for Ben.

      Joint mobilization done, I spend fifteen minutes warming up on the treadmill before moving to the power rack, positioning the bar across my shoulders, two big plates and a medium on either side, and then I’m feeling the burn as I go through my reps, sinking down, ass to grass, building my quads and buttocks. Just the way he likes it. Yes, we have our own home gym, being a money man, Ben was adamant about it, insisting that the one-off expense would soon cover the cost of ongoing club memberships. There had also been an incident at Planet Fitness when one of the trainers had offered to pay for a hotel. I’d stupidly dismissed it as a joke until he’d repeated the offer after following me out to my SUV. What he didn’t know was that Ben was waiting in the passenger seat with the window rolled halfway down and then consequently a scuffle had ensued, resulting in one fired trainer and Ben spending a couple nights in the emergency room with a concussion, despite his apparent history of martial arts.

      Later, he’d insisted a patch of black ice had caused him to slip, which I guess is believable because this is New Hampshire, after all, although now the experience is something we prefer not to talk about.

      I finish my final set of squats and stare at the bench press, Ben’s favorite piece of equipment he’s not been using as much recently, his plates still loaded either side of the bar. It was just a silly article, please try to forget all about it. What if some other horny trainer attempted something similar now, could Ben still defend me?

      Of course, he could. Just so long as there’s no ice.

      I move onto deadlifts, lunges and finish with some calf raises before heading for a protein shake and the shower. I throw on some old yoga pants and a sports top, tie back my hair, grab the keys and head out for groceries. The day’s shaping up to be a scorcher so I consider my patented shrimp salad recipe.

      “Morning, ma’am,” a man in his early forties wearing a smart business suit nods and I politely say “hey” back. I haven’t even reached the tomatoes before some other guy’s attempting to engage in conversation, this time about the new bar across town and because I know exactly where this is heading, I rub the side of my face in an effort to brandish the large rock on my finger, and then he’s apologizing and backing sheepishly away with his basket. It’s kinda nice, and all, but it does get tiring when you’re merely trying to go about your business. To be invisible for just a day might be nice.

      I fill my basket with tomatoes, lettuce, spring onions, bell peppers and I’m just about to select a dressing when my cell starts vibrating. It’s Ben.

      “Babes, you couldn’t grab a couple cases of beer, could you?”

      “How many?” It’s not a problem, I’m just thinking about the fact I’d neglected to get a trolley because I’d assumed I only needed a few small items.

      “A couple cases and some potato chips. Dips too.” After a pause, “babes, it’s been nearly four years since I saw this guy, he’s one of my best buddies.”

      “That’s fine, it’s not a problem,” I state matter of fact, I only wish he’d called five minutes sooner, “consider it done. Enjoy the rest of your day.” I exhale, press the back of my hand against my forehead and pluck the dressing from the shelf. The feta cheese is next, followed by the eggs, and then I go for his snacks.

      I collect the beers last and have to carefully arrange the items atop the two crates to avoid disaster. I crouch, wrap my arms around the heap and bring the lot to a stand. “Damn good job I squat,” I chuckle to myself though ultimately, it’s a witty remark nobody’s around to hear.

      When I place the items down at the checkout, a man in a cowboy hat and Texas star on his brown belt buckle looks me up and down and whistles. “Ma’am, you sure you wouldn’t like a hand out with all this?”

      I have to resist the temptation to shake the lactic acid out of my arms. “No, I think I can manage, but thanks.”

      He’s still leering and now I’m regretting leaving the house in my yoga pants, what a stupid idea that was. “Then how about a drink tonight?”

      I tilt my head and soften my face when I flash the rock. “Sorry, but I’m married.” And could the checkout lady please hurry.

      “Lady, I’m not interested in your husband,” his eyes roam over my ass and breasts, “it’s you I’d like to get to know.” Ugh, is this really happening? Men are occasionally persistent but rarely improper.

      “Thanks,” I say to the checkout lady whilst swiping my card, who’s looking at me like she wants to scratch at my face. Maybe she’d feel different if she’d had a lifetime of this. I try not to look at Mister Cowboy whilst carefully stacking my items, even though I can feel his gaze boring into me.

      I move away whilst maintaining a careful step, around a promotional display of washing detergent, through a small crowd of shoppers entering the store and into the parking lot. My cell vibrates. “Damn it, again?” I feel another dose of sweat pricking at my forehead as I set the crates to rest on a bollard. It’s Ben. “Ugh, what now?” I don’t mean to sound peeved, but it’s hard not to be.

      “Babes, I’m just letting you know that Clive’s taking me out for drinks later,” he sighs, “I know, I know what you’re thinking but he’s an important client. He’s thinking about throwing a couple hundred grand into this thing and that’s just for starters. What else am I supposed to do?”

      I blow a clump of blonde out from my eyes and attempt to dry my forehead with the crook of an elbow without dropping everything. “Ben, you said you’d be back by six. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you about your friend?”

      “I haven’t forgotten. Look, it’s not the end of the world, if I’m late you’ll just have to make small talk. You’re good at that.”

      My jaw clenches. “I don’t think that…”

      “Listen, babes, I have to go, Jack’s calling from NYC.” He cuts out leaving me vibrating on the spot. And then disaster happens.

      I see it in slow motion, the second crate already overlapping the other by several inches because I’ve been holding the whole cargo at a tilt, phone plugged to my ear by a shoulder, the shock of realization causing a jolt of action only exacerbating the speed of the coming landslide, and the top crate’s just about to crash to the asphalt, obliterating twenty-four bottles in a wave of shattered glass when something dark passes in front. I’m too preoccupied to immediately notice the two very large black hands steadying the ship, but only for a second, because there’s no missing a man like this, or the way his eyes burn into mine. The carton of eggs continues on its way but he’s quick to prevent them moving further by placing a very well-shaped and manly jaw in their path. The bag of potato chips topples from the top to land with a light slap harmlessly at my feet.

      There’s no doubt about it but this is one of those cheesy romance movie moments when time seems to stop and you’re both gazing helplessly into each other’s eyes, one of those moments that when you grow up and become jaded you realize don’t actually happen because the world likes to tell lies to young impressionable girls because it sells theater tickets, and yet…

      Grasping the stupidity of the moment we both laugh together and I feel a flush of relief, disaster averted, as well as something hot stirring somewhere else. The sun is scorching, you see, and my heart’s beating fast on account of a potentially harmful accident narrowly averted.

      With my groceries now rooted like an oak, my savior glances to the chips on the ground. “A Ruffles fan, huh?” His voice is deep, very deep, and for some reason it reminds me of velvet, or a cup of smooth hot chocolate … without the cream.

      I make a goofy snort of air. “Oh, no, they’re for my, um, they’re for someone else. Nobody really.”

      His deep brown eyes pass over the part of me that’s visible to him, pretty much my shoulders and above, and it occurs to me I’m still holding onto everything, redundantly as it now is, our faces only slightly more than the width of a beer crate apart. “You don’t look like the type who overly indulges in sugary snacks.”

      “Oh, well, you’d be surprised.” I’m not flirting. I’m not! I wouldn’t. Ever! Oh, yes you are. Well, he did just avert a major disaster. Stop it, Emily, stop flirting. Something pulses and it’s only now I realize his hand has been pressed over mine this entire time. It’s warm, calloused, and when I slide mine away I’m left with a tingling sensation. “Um, thanks for saving all this stuff. I’m pretty sure that was about to hurt.”

      He also noticed the hand thing just now, which means he possibly felt the ring on my finger, oh well, I guess it’ll save time having to mention the inevitable. “Looks like somebody’s having a party tonight?”

      “Oh, no, the beers are for my … I’m out shopping for someone else, is all.” I hate the way my voice is sounding right now, all dainty and fragile, and yes, I know what I just did, but it’s not like I’m tempted or anything. And besides, to make a presumption as to his intentions after what he’s just done would be totally uncouth. I’m better than that.

      A sly smile slowly curls at the side of his mouth. “Hey, let me help you with these things. They look heavy.”

      I really ought to be offended by that last bit and usually I would be, I’ve made it this far, but it’s hard to be peeved at man who, at the very least, just saved my toes, as well as a small fortune in lost suds. In the moment, I also kinda like the idea of needing help, maybe even some small semblance of protection, at least by him, and this is quite strange because it goes against everything I’ve ever been taught and believe, that I could be subservient, and the only way I can explain this is that perhaps my instincts are taking over, my lizard brain, and it’s pushing out everything I’ve ever been taught by the sisterhood. No, I think that on this occasion I’ll allow the remark to pass and accept his offer.

      “Thanks.” I step away, sure that he’s easily secured the load and then I feel useless stooping to collect the damned Ruffles from the ground.

      “Where you heading?” He definitely seized that opportunity to check out my ass.

      I have to shake away the fog that for whatever reason’s clouding my judgment right now. “Mine’s the white SUV over there.” It’s hard to miss, it’s in a space all on its own. He lifts the crates as though they’re nothing and then we set out walking. In the silence, I can’t stop myself from glancing sideways, it’s hard not to.

      Indeed, he’s quite the sight, six and a half feet at least, wearing black leather shoes and an exquisite snappy black suit that has to have been tailor-made to account for his unique shape, because they don’t make them like this without years of hard work at the gym. Most men this tall tend to have abnormally gangly legs, even if they train regularly, but this guy’s quads are filling his pants like sand in a sack, and the way the weight from the boxes make his biceps bulge almost has me in fear for the longevity of his suit’s stitching. His waist is comparatively trim below a chest and shoulders that spread out into an impressive V.

      We’re a minute away at least so my brain works frantically to make small talk. “Looks like I stopped you on the way to an important meeting?” Ugh, my voice again.

      His hands manage to make the crates appear small, no ring, interesting. “Not really, I’m just seeing about acquiring some new premises.” He makes it seem like nothing, even though it sounds pretty massive to me.

      “Gosh, I hope I’m not taking time out of your day.” Gosh? Really? Since when have I ever used that word?

      He turns his head and a playful smile slowly emerges when his gaze lingers on my DDs, restricted as they are in my sports top. “Believe me, it’s fine.” His tone is anything but appropriate, especially if he did indeed snag the ring on my finger, but damned if my nipples aren’t tingling right now regardless. The worst thing is I’m not totally sure how unwelcome it is. I hate it, I truly do, harmless as a tiny bit of flirting is, though it’s not like I’m about to invite him back to my bed whilst Ben’s at work and…

      Emily, you’re already thinking about it. No, I’m not!

      Thankfully we’ve reached my SUV, I fumble for the keys and pop the trunk. “Thank you so much.” I wrench my husband’s golf bag out the way and pat the space for him to set everything down, which he does, though not before apparently hesitating on something, or maybe not. When he straightens, it’s almost daunting to be standing before a man of such stature and when he turns to face me, for the first time I’m truly struck by his appearance. He has the thick, sumptuous lips typical of most black men, an immaculately styled goatee with an otherwise clean shaven face, a wide nose and deep penetrating brown eyes beneath closely cropped wooly black hair. I’m wondering if the diamond stud in his ear is real, though judging by the expensive looking suit, I’m guessing it most probably is. He’s definitely not from the suburb, no, I’d remember this one, and not just because there aren’t many African Americans in our rural, upmarket part of the state. It might just be my imagination, since I have very little to base it on, but the man oozes an unspoken masculinity, borne of an easy, and apparent, calming nature, though I also get the impression there's something else lurking just beneath the surface and I’m not sure exactly what it is. Truth is it makes me slightly uneasy, though again, not necessarily in a bad way. I figure it's almost certainly in my head, a vague awareness to the wild, untamed, almost bestial vision I’ve always held of black men, particularly large, powerful black men, and that such a man as this would make me feel both protected and potentially afraid in equal measure. It's that masculinity thing again, you can't separate the good from the bad, masculinity is masculinity, you have to take it or leave it, the whole shebang, and for perhaps the first time in my life I’m feeling a definite thrill merely at the very prospect of that fear, at being uncharacteristically reckless and potentially sacrificing everything I have. When it’s all said and done, we’re animals, and in the haze of this moment, in this man’s presence, my lizard brain is making itself known.

      There’s also that other thing I dare not even contemplate, that this man is indeed devilishly handsome, and it’s that realization which makes me feel terribly conflicted, because my mind has already conjured images of my creamy white thighs wrapped around his bare back as he thrusts into me. I know, but I just couldn’t help it, we’re animals.

      “Thank you so much,” I say again, although it comes out more like a hiss. My throat is almost painfully dry right now.

      “You’re welcome,” he nods, “glad I could help out,” and smacks the dust from his hands.

      “Oh, there’s some on your…” I tell myself it’s the OCD because I’m unable to prevent myself from stepping forwards and brushing the powdery substance from his pristinely pressed suit, getting a delightful whiff of some manly cologne in the process. Over his shoulder, the cowboy’s striding across the lot whilst giving me the kind of glare you could use to cut glass. I step away, maybe a little too fast. “There, I got it.” It’s a small place and word gets out.

      He’s looking at me with something between amusement and intrigue, and I’m guessing this is the moment he’s about to ask me out. Damn, but if I wasn’t married… “Well, ma’am, have a nice day.” He smiles, showcasing the brightest teeth I’ve ever seen, turns on his expensive shoes and then I’m left staring into one of those powerful black asses, my lips parting, as he casually walks away.

      “Huh…” it comes out as an involuntary breath. That hasn’t happened since they made me wear braces in high school.

      My lips continue to part and now I’m pretty sure my mouth’s wide open. What the fuck? Another breath of air escapes me and when I step around and enter the driver’s side, I’m suddenly struck by the ocean that’s somehow managed to pool between my legs. “Oh…” I groan, taking my seat before grabbing a gulp of water and wiping the perspiration from my forehead. I take a few breaths, unsure whether I’m more annoyed than anything else, annoyed at myself for having a body that reacts this way.

      I’m also feeling more guilt than I’ve ever felt in my life because I’m not totally sure how I’d have reacted had he been interested. Would I have given him a definitive rebuke along with my customary flash of ring? Or…

      I can’t be sure.

      Luckily, however, it never came to that. I guess I’m just not his type. Nope, he probably just prefers his own kind and you know, there’s nothing wrong with sticking to your own, as I have my entire life.

      I shrug and let out a laugh. “Get a grip, Ems, you’d have blown him off the same you did Mister Cowboy,” had it been called for, that is, which it wasn’t.
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      After making up the spare room, I spend the next few hours speaking to my students on Zoom. The school at Dartmouth pays me a small stipend for my assistance, helping mostly undergrads with their dissertations whilst I take my PhD in Surface Engineered Nanocrystals: Electron Paramagnetic Resonance Radical Detection of Photoactivity (I know, I know, don’t get me started). The plan is to complete my studies and then go into lecturing part-time, hopefully at the same Ivy League school. Now that the virus has all but enforced distance learning, this should, fingers crossed, fit in nicely with my being a stay at home mom. With regards our plan, everything seems to be falling into place, everything, that is, but for the obvious addition of our baby.

      “Thanks for all your help,” Jason says into his webcam, almost with a deranged, glazed over look in his eye. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure if he was taking in much of what I was saying. This is all still very new and it’s not yet clear how much tutoring at a distance is a help or hindrance. Earlier, whilst going through his paper on Design and Synthesis of Novel Polymers of Intrinsic Microporosity for Gas Separations, I’d suspected Mike was jerking off beneath the desk, which at least is something you don’t tend to get when students visit your little cubical they’ve provided at the school, thank God. Generally, tutoring females tends to be easier, though not always. There was that Heidi girl from Delaware who became so obsessed I had to pass her over to a male colleague. Constantly stopping by my office is one thing, but when students turn up at your CrossFit and your husband starts receiving mysterious online threats then it’s time to make alternative arrangements. Sigh, but sometimes I feel it might be better if I just shaved my head and began eating a diet of Twinkies just to be done with it, maybe get a spider tattoo on my forehead for a little bit of added repellent power. For starters, I’d get more done and so would everybody else it seems.

      I know I sound full of it but believe me, I didn’t ask for any of this and more and more recently, I’m beginning to curse my so-called “luck” with the genetic lottery. Personally, I blame my parents. Dad’s a biomechanics professor at Yale who also used to appear in deodorant commercials as a side gig, no joke, while mom, after no longer wanting to appear in front of the cameras now headhunts models for a VIP agency in New York. Believe me, back in the day she was a total babe, she still is, though if all that’s not enough pressure to live up to, I’m constantly reminded about being an only child and that it’s solely down to me to produce grandkids. Ben has his own pressure to reproduce, though for completely different reasons. His older brother’s three years into a thirty stretch for wire fraud and his younger brother’s gay.

      Looks like both our families’ legacies end with us, which is undoubtedly why we’re both taking this thing so seriously.

      No doubt I have a glazed over look in my own eyes when I end the call with Jason. I shake it off and take a sip of coffee before blowing a loose strand of blonde out from my eyes. Now, I find myself at a bit of a loose end. The house is already spotless and there’s no use starting dinner until everybody’s here. Cramming in some study is also pointless if I’m only going to be interrupted by the arrival of this Andre guy. I fumble with my cell, very nearly calling Ben, but I’m not sure he’d appreciate being disturbed at three in the afternoon when he’s dealing with important clients who’ve flown in from Pennsylvania.

      I blow out air. This is where having a baby would be useful. Hmm, the very thought of making one, of my husband moving inside of me, stirs my belly. I give it a rub, “soon,” though I’m honestly not sure how much harder we can possibly try.

      Everything’s already in place for our little addition, we’ve got the home in the pretty suburb, cars, all the meaningless material possessions we could ever want, nice garden, great nearby schools and a supportive potential network of moms. Even the dads around here are still with their women and they all seem to make an effort to form a strong community. Last but not least, I have the most wonderful husband in the world; great job, hard working, handsome, intelligent and the mere thought of him is all it takes to make my flesh tingle, my belly fizz and my lady bits throb.

      I just wish his swimmers would hurry up and play their part, penetrate an egg that’s willing and ready, and make me the happiest woman in the world.

      A deep rumble from outside grows louder until the vibrations begin to make my ear canals itch. Finally, it cuts out, a car door slams and a few seconds later I jolt when the door knocker clatters almost obnoxiously loud.

      “Oh, sh…” Ben’s friend? Isn’t he early? Maybe it’s a delivery. What does it matter, I’m bored out of my wits here.

      I rush for the door, tug it open and am unable to prevent the instinctual jerking back of my head. “Oh, hello?” Because looming down at me from the other side is the rather distinctive black guy from before, expensive suit and all. “I’m sorry, did … did you follow me?” I feel my eyebrows pulling together, a very subdued gut response to finding I might have yet another stalker, only this one’s potentially infinitely more dangerous than the trainer or the little girl with pink hair, and then my mind automatically begins throwing up questions, scenes, vivid images. Did I forget something at the store? Did I cause offense? Am I about to be raped? If that’s his intent then I’m done, it’d take several mere mortals to overpower this one phenomenon, but it’s worse than that because both my immediate neighbors are elderly and Richard across the street is built like an accountant. I take an unconscious step back as my hand wavers towards my chest. “Yes? Can I help you?”

      He’s wearing sunglasses now and his left eyebrow just barely rises above the frame. “Emily?” He asks simply, which causes me to blink, because not only has this enormous black guy followed me home but he somehow knows my name as well. Hearing Emily pronounced with such deep bass is an incredibly strange feeling, in fact, it’s so strange that I’m slow to question how in the heck he came upon it, especially considering, as I recall from earlier, he’d not even bothered trying to find out what it is. Not that I’m butt hurt about that or anything.

      “Who are you?”

      He doesn’t flinch, despite my unease approaching borderline hostility, and if he recognizes me from earlier then he shows no signs. “I’m Andre,” he removes his sunglasses and for the first time appears to squint in confusion, “didn’t Benny tell you I was arriving?”

      My head jerks back again. Andre is black? You’d think ‘Benny’ might have mentioned that minor detail, though apparently it’s not important. “Oh, yes, he did,” I blink a few times, “sorry, my manners aren’t usually this awful,” I gesture for him to come in.

      “Thanks,” he stoops to grab a holdall from beside his expensive shoes and then steps over the threshold, glancing mindfully up at the door frame as he does and bobbing just slightly to save from bashing his head. A large black BMW is unveiled in his wake, situated beside my cute white SUV in precisely the spot Ben parks his Porsche. “Nice place.” It’s hard to tell from his tone whether he’s truly impressed or not, but what I do get is another dose of that manly cologne.

      I close the door and step into a space in the lobby, rubbing my arm. “We, erm, we met earlier in the parking lot.” I’m exceptionally keen to get that great big elephant out of the way and never have I been more grateful not to have been propositioned. No, because that would have made this whole thing suddenly very awkward. And I wasn’t flirting with him, not at all, so Andre can spend a week with us and there’ll be no issues. None.

      He nods just barely. “I thought you looked familiar.”

      “Oh?” Glad I’m so memorable. “Thanks again for helping out … and for preventing an accident.”

      He shrugs and glances through to the lounge as though I’m of only moderate interest, which is good, and if he thought I’d earlier been flirting then he shows no signs. No, all’s good. It was just a stupid bit of dust. Relax. “That’s cool,” he appears to be lingering on the large frame from our wedding, “maybe next time you should use a trolley.”

      Under the circumstances I resist the urge to point out a few truths regarding that. I’m normally a very good host but it occurs to me I’m not my usual self today, not least on account of having been thrown for a loop by the guy I wasn’t flirting with turning out to be my husband’s old college buddy. “Please, Andre, you probably need to unwind, let me show you to your room.”

      My heart’s beating conspicuously going up the stairs, there’s a very large stranger in my house, and the boards creak loud when his feet press against them so close behind. It’s probably all in my head but maybe some small talk might lessen the tension, starting with the obvious.

      “So, how do you know my husband?” I intentionally place emphasis and feeling on the final word.

      We reach the landing and enter the guest bedroom, and his mouth puckers in appreciation at the bright decor, furnishings, little touches and sweet vanilla aroma, all ready and waiting for its little tenant, whenever he or she would finally bless us with their presence.

      “College.” Just when I’m fearing Andre might make a challenging house guest, he surprises me by expanding. “We used to hang out, nearly four years, and we shared a house for two of those. He’s one of my best buddies.” Oddly, he also places emphasis on his final two words.

      “That’s a special bond you both must have then.” I potter away from him towards the window that overlooks rolling New Hampshire hills and fold my arms. “Oh, erm, how were the new premises? Any luck?”

      “They’re large enough.” He says without so much as addressing me directly, dropping his bag to the bed. “It’ll need a little work but I’m taking the place. Had a meeting with the bank today and I’ll bring my people in tomorrow. Start getting the place ready.” This guy seriously has his stuff together. He opens his bag, starts delving around inside and sounds almost uninterested to engage with me, though I’m also getting the impression this might just be his casual demeanor. “Hanover gave a lot to me so now it’s time to give a little something back to Hanover.”

      I manage to suppress the breath that tries to escape me. Instead, my eyes, of their own accord, wander down to his ass and the way it fills his pants. The thick, powerful thighs of a quarterback. “How noble of you.”

      He doesn’t respond to my compliment but just pulls out a bottle of Bvlgari Le Gemme Collezione followed by a Roja Haute Luxe, which I happen to know costs around $3000, and discards them to the bed. A small black pouch soon follows, embossed in gold with the name Laguiole. Researching potential Christmas presents for Ben, I happen to know the contents of that pouch is worth nearly a thousand dollars and contains pretty much the best straight razor you can get. A man’s possessions don’t come much more masculine than a straight razor, there’s just something extremely primal about them, and yet here’s Andre possessing the very thing I’d forgone purchasing for Ben in favor of the strap bag he now takes to work.

      I have to consciously stop my fingers from fidgeting. “Ben, um, my husband made it sound like you own a bunch of gyms … martial arts places, or whatever.”

      He starts bringing out his clothes, all neatly folded and places them in a space on the bed. “My new gym in town will be my fifth.” Again, he makes it sound like it’s nothing, even though I think it’s the most impressive thing in the world. There’s nothing quite so commendable as a man who opens up his own business and yet here’s Andre about to open his fifth. Finally, he turns to face me, his skin the color of the finest dark chocolate and just as smooth. “Benny says you have a home gym?” For a flicker, I wonder if there’s the faintest hint of fire in his eyes, that burning I’m certain I saw from across the groceries before. It’s true, I’m not crazy, I saw it. However, it’s only a flicker and it quickly disappears when he wrenches away his jaw. Believe me, I’m not so egotistical as to assume it’s the sight of me that ignited him just now, probably more the thought of seeing our gym. He’s in the business, I guess.

      “We do indeed,” I say as a matter of fact, “and you’re very welcome to use it.”

      He nods towards what has to be his training gear, which now sits on the bed, a black tank top and cargo pants. “That’s good because my place ain’t open yet and I’m not exactly the type to give custom to my rivals, if you know what I mean.” There’s a definite twinkle in his eye before again, he pulls away his gaze almost like, for whatever reason, he can’t quite bring himself to look at me.

      I snort at the mention of his rival, “Planet Fitness, right, and you can believe me, I have my own beef with them.”

      “Really?” He begins peeling off his jacket and there’s the heavy sound of friction that almost certainly emanates from the tight restriction of his arms within their sleeves. He neatly folds the stylish garment and places it beside the rest. “I love hearing stories about my rival’s mismanagement, you’ll have to fill me in sometime.” Beneath the jacket Andre’s wearing a plain white shirt and boy, does he ever fill that thing.

      I decide not to tell him about my old gym’s lack of hygiene along with my various stalker issues because I don’t want to come over as, you know, haughty. Truth is I’d change any of it for a bit of peace and quiet. “Gosh, who’s your laundromat?” There’s that word again. He’s going to think me eccentric.

      He begins loosening his tie, an action which, due to the angle of his arms, makes his biceps bulge impossibly. He squints, “huh?”

      I feel my entire upper body flush. “Clean … it’s, I’ve never seen whites so fantastically clean.” I really need to shut up.

      He shows those bright teeth again, just as white as his shirt. “It’s a Giordano from Florence. These things don’t collect much dirt.” They also look like they cost a couple thousand bucks. And Florence? Oh, he’s cultured too. At least the conversation will be interesting this next week. Not that I thought he only had barbells and protein shakes on the brain or anything.

      There’s an odd silent moment, I realize my eyes have clouded over and I almost certainly possess a deranged look. We’re staring at each other now and I’m almost afraid to ask what’s up. Mercifully, he speaks before I do.

      “I, ugh, I need to get changed.”

      “Oh,” I shake it away, “sorry.” I quickly gather myself and slink around the man, giving a suitable wide berth and begin pulling the door to. “I’ll be downstairs when you need me to show you the garage.” I exit, tugging the door into its frame and immediately cram a fist into my mouth.
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      “Nice,” he whistles, placing his hands on his hips to survey our garage. He’s about as wide as my SUV.

      “Thanks,” I’m standing over by the pull-up bar but soon find myself leaning against the nearby wall, trying to look all casual but probably failing, “we’ve done our best with the space we have.” Please, just don’t ask me to crank up the music. I only have Taylor Swift loaded and I could do without the embarrassment.

      Andre might look like a bull in a china shop but the way he steps between the benches and machines reminds me that according to Ben, this man’s actually a committed martial artist. He’s definitely nimble, incredibly light on his feet and in full control of his mass, which is impressive for someone who has to be two-forty at a minimum, maybe two-fifty.

      When Andre met me in the kitchen, it had been a concentrated effort to glance only at his face, I’d been ready and prepared but now, as he warms up on the punch bag, it’s a little easier, not to mention safer, to check out what we have here. Well, what can I say, the man is stacked, his most striking feature is arguably his shoulders, which are wide and chiseled with prominent teardrop deltoids. His arms are enormous and bulge when they’re bent almost as much as they bulge when they’re straight, and there’s a very prominent vein that sits at the apex of his biceps. His chest is conspicuous under his tank top, with undersides set deep against his ribcage and his abdominals are just noticeable even through the rapidly dampening garment that covers them. His cargo pants have plenty of give to allow for his massive thighs that possess clearly visible dividing lines that separate the four parts of his quads. Lower down his calves resemble coconuts. In case it’s not already been made clear, I’m a bit of an ass girl myself, and Andre’s ass, for the first time since meeting Ben, almost makes me regret not having had that one final fling before getting hitched, the way it fills even the extra give allowed by the cargoes. In retrospect, it’s probably lucky I never knew Andre at college, otherwise I might easily have sent the wonderful life I have now spiraling off on some other trajectory, perhaps for some girl named Jezebel to end up with my man and the incredible future we have promised.

      But sigh…

      The bag thunders with every connection of Andre’s fist, leaving me fearing for any opponents’ limbs. Again, I’d hate to be caught leering so I’m mindful to check my messages, just to give myself something else to do. Honestly, I’ve shown Andre the way to the garage, why am I still even down here?

      “On my way home, see you soon,” Ben’s message states and it strikes me how it feels both relieving and deflating. Interesting. I shrug that off immediately, Andre’s just someone new, that’s all, and when I give it a minute’s thought, I realize I haven’t met anyone new for a long time, what with the lockdowns and all. Yes, that’s what it is, just the novelty of having a house guest.

      By the time Andre finishes slamming his fists into sawdust the sweat’s pouring down him like rainfall from a window. He drags a towel back over his face and wanders past me in the direction of the minibar. That delicious cologne of before is now tinged with man odor, also delicious, but in a different kind of way. I have to turn away for a beat, gather myself, compose, get it together. Thank God, the window’s already open and I take a few fresh breaths of oxygen. It’s not a large garage and the air gets heavy pretty quickly even when I’m working out and I barely sweat. Count that triple for Andre.

      He plucks out a bottle of water, unscrews the cap with his thumb and index finger, and then the contents all but disappear with a single tipping back of his head. He wipes his mouth with the back of a giant, sinewy forearm and lobs the bottle across the length of the garage to land it clean in the trash.

      “Well scored.” I shift against the wall and can distinctly feel the perspiration there. Luckily, I’d changed into green sweats before my Zoom calls so now my body can react however it wants and as long as I don’t make an ass out of myself some other way then any and all embarrassments will be avoided.

      Andre moves towards the bench press and is about to take position when he notices the weight stacked at each side. He lets out a small bark that sounds halfway between amusement and contempt, though he also manages to make that sound good-humored enough, lad’s banter. “Oh, Benny boy.” He grabs a large plate from the rack and slots it in place beside the one Ben already had positioned.

      “So, you’ll be our guest for a full week then?” I watch, impressed, as he handles forty-five pounds of iron like Ben does the fives he uses for his increments. I run my tongue over my bottom lip and am amazed to taste blood.

      What the fuck?

      “Don’t worry, it might be a couple days less.” He moves for another plate and evens out the bar, an incredible ninety pounds each side. “I’ve been known to crash on the floor of my gyms getting the places ready. Beats a motel any day and I’ll be shipping over a few home comforts, so don’t worry about me. Just need the plumbing crew to install the showers, as well as my Lazy Boy and I’m set.”

      I’m not ‘worried’ about him in the slightest, he more than seems capable of taking care of himself, the last thing I want, however, is for him to think I’m hinting he’s unwelcome because he most certainly is, despite how I might have been feeling this morning about the prospect of an impromptu guest at this time. “Oh, I hope you don’t think I was…”

      He waves it away and makes a cute little dismissive expression. “It’s fine, I’m never happier than when I’m at one of my places and besides,” he flourishes a gesturing hand down half the length of his giant chest, his pectoral tightening as he does and winks, “when I’m around, nobody dares break in to steal the tools.”

      I snort and then tip over laughing, and I realize just how much I’m enjoying Andre’s company, having someone else around at home when most in-person interactions have been clamped down on for so long, and those people I am compelled to talk with over Zoom are exclusively of the less mature, ogling type. I’ve made a new, adult, friend and there’s nothing wrong with that.

      “Easy, girl,” his hand on my bare arm brings me to, “was it really so funny?”

      I straighten and have to wipe my nose. Looks like maybe I am embarrassing myself. “Sorry,” I cuff at my eye also and then wave it away, “I just had a hilarious image of a burglar stumbling around in the dark, looking for valuables and bumping into you.” I stare down at his big black hand that’s still on my shoulder, ebony against alabaster. “Oh, that’ll teach him…” I swallow.

      Only now does it occur to me that he’s been staring into my eyes this entire time but now that the laughter has died down, there’s only another second of pained silence, as much as he can take, as much as I can take, before he again turns his jaw away, and then he’s stomping towards the plate rack, almost angrily, his feet ominous against the concrete and he’s grabbing two more forty-fives, one in each hand and slotting them on the bar with the rest.

      “Um, I hope you’re not gonna need a spotter?” Because I’m not sure how that might go.

      He grunts, ignoring my concern, and then he’s lying back against the bench, crushing all the air out from the sponge with a very audible hiiissss, positioning his hands and raising the bar off the hooks, lowering the weight to his chest and pressing it back up, again and again, with more deep, manly grunts with every repetition. My shoulder is tingling and my hand finds its own way to stroke where he touched. He raises the bar a final time and brings it home before coming to a sitting position and massaging his chest. He doesn’t look at me when he stands and walks deliberately towards the squat rack. Automatically, he moves for another plate but then checks himself. “Not bad, Benny, not bad, at least with this.”

      Upstairs, the front door slams shut, which must mean Ben’s back. I didn’t hear his car pulling into the driveway but then I recall that Andre had parked in his spot. I glance out the window and spot his Porsche out on the street wedged between the neighbor’s garbage cans that have been brought out awaiting collection tomorrow.

      The tap of his shoes augment as he approaches, coming down the steps, and then he’s breezing through the door with opened arms, grinning like a Cheshire cat. “Tiny!” Ben’s wearing the nice blue shirt I got him for his birthday and having discarded his jacket, he now opens out for an embrace.

      When Andre closes around my husband for the man hug, he all but envelops him completely. Loud claps against each other’s backs soon follow and when Ben finally moves to arm’s length, there’s an almighty wet patch, prominent like spilled milk on a wooden floor, now imprinted in the shirt material. Ben glances down and makes a small grimace but says nothing about it.

      “So good to see you, man, how the fuck are you?” Ben claps him on the arm and it’s like watching a featherweight square up against a heavyweight, almost. My husband is six feet in height with a good build, if a little pudgy more recently, but with Andre looming down on him like this it’s hard to imagine how they were ever training partners, no, because these two are a total mismatch. Having said that, I hardly think finding someone to match up with Andre physically would be easy.

      Andre claps Ben on the shoulder, now leaving his fingers imprinted on the cotton. “Good, man, good, never better. It’s surreal to be back in Hanover after four years. The changes. Old Molly no longer owns Molly’s. That was a shock.” He shakes his head with melancholy, but not wanting to bring this happy reunion down, he looks square at me and gestures with an opened palm to my beaming face. “Looks like you did real well for yourself.” The air comes out from my mouth, a compliment from Andre, sigh, as his gaze lands fleetingly on the curves of my ass.

      Ben turns out his palms, almost mirroring his friend. “Yeah, it’s not my dream place but we’re definitely on the up. Maybe get a house in East Wilder at some point during the next couple of years, a better car, something like a Ferrari, you never know, or a Lamborghini … the way things are going…”

      “Right,” Andre nods and there’s silence for a beat as the sweat continues to drip from the tip of his nose. “Look, man, I’m gonna grab a shower but afterwards we’ll catch up over a beer, alright?”

      “Great idea,” Ben notices me, “oh, babes, you get those suds like I asked?”

      “Um-hmm,” I nod, half transfixed on the giant handprint in the precise spot where I usually snuggle, “yep.”

      “Great, did you put them on ice?”

      I shake my head. “You never told me to.”

      His jaw clenches, just barely, but I noticed it. His voice remains jovial, however. “Honey, you knew Andre would be here, what have you been doing all day?” He turns slightly to give his friend an apologetic glance, women, and shifts back to me. “Maybe get to sticking them in the freezer, yeah? If you’re quick, perhaps they’ll be chilled enough by the time we get around to our second.”

      My foot clips against the concrete. “Right, and I’ll, erm, get to making dinner.”
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      Luckily, we have a large bag of ice in the freezer so I break it open into a cooler and stuff half the contents of one of the crates down as far as the bottles will go. By the time Ben opens his first beer there are no complaints. Men are so easy to please.

      Now having showered and changed, both men sit back with a games controller to play Tekken. Most of the downstairs is open-plan so I can watch, listen and join in with the jesting whilst preparing dinner.

      There are few things Ben loves more than relaxing with a beer and his games. Although I don’t begrudge him his enjoyment, the amount of time he spends gaming has been about the only source of friction thus far in our marriage. He works hard, so I’m wary of being too much of a stick in the mud, but there has to be better things for a man in his prime to be doing when he has such limited free time. I’m also worried about his eyesight because these last six months he’s taken to scooting the chair ever closer to the screen. And then two weeks ago he surprised me by donning glasses for the first time in his life. I decided I had to try do something about it, so I ordered a new negligee and used my, um, not inconsiderable lady charms to tempt him early to bed, leaning against the wall, sticking out a thigh and saying I needed a little help upstairs.

      What do you know, it worked.

      Well, when I say worked, I might have succeeded in pulling him away from the games console for a couple of weeks but as things stand today, as I start my period, I can absolutely guarantee I’m not pregnant.

      I slice the lettuce into strips as those two little characters on the screen make all kinds of moans and grunts, striking each other with fists and feet. I chuckle at the sight of Andre’s hands grasping his controller and the way it appears so small and then Ben thrusts his hand into the air and cheers, battle won. Andre shakes his head and says, “awe, shit.”

      Twenty minutes later we’re all seated at the table. “Emily, this is delicious.” Andre goes for a third helping of shrimp and glances across at Ben. “Looks like you married a good one.”

      “Yeah, she’s the best,” he pops another cap from a beer and tips back, his third already. “So what’s the plan for tomorrow, big guy?”

      Andre’s first beer is only half empty, though he’s on his second glass of table water. “I’ll be busy with checking progress, working out the floor plan and ordering in the machines. I’ve also got the new staff coming in for inductions but Lorna will mostly be handling that.” He blows out air and drags his hands back over his closely cropped black hair, his biceps stretching his shirt sleeves to their very limits. “Damn, so much to do, it’s always a crazy rush opening a new gym but I’m starting to get used to it, the chaos, the graft, shit going wrong, getting it right again, the challenges, learning, improving, the insane fun we always have building something. It’s hard work but believe me, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      I realize I’m leaning towards him with my elbows on the table so I have to consciously move back to equilibrium, quickly taking a mouthful of tomato. His enthusiasm’s infectious though.

      “Sold Clive Woodthorpe on the new fund,” Ben cuts in, barely comprehensible through a mouthful of shrimp, “man, he couldn’t get enough of it, stupid bastard, it’s just a regular mutual fund dressed up with bells and whistles, and he takes me out for lobster, spends five hundred bucks on dinner and suddenly announces that he’s dropping a cool mill into this thing.” My husband lets out a bark, sinks the entire bottle and then reaches down for another. “Babes, you should probably empty the rest of that crate into this thing,” he gives the cooler a kick close to where it sits at his feet. “Anyway, my boss had earlier taken me into his office, ‘Ben,’ he says, ‘if you can get this schmuck in for two-hundred and fifty thousand then this year you’ll be having a very merry Christmas.’” He stares deliberately at his friend who’s sitting quietly across from him, the punchline about to be delivered. “Well, this guy takes me out for lobster, spends five hundred bucks and then sinks a cool mill. Hah!”

      My head jerks back, my husband is drunk and I’m questioning now whether he drove home under the influence after this expensive dinner. It’s hard to believe a mere three beers has done this to him. I feel my eyebrows pulling together. “Yes, you said that part already.”

      He swivels in his seat. “Huh?”

      I shift, uncomfortable. “You already said that.”

      His face clenches momentarily, just a flicker, but then relaxes into a forced smile as he tilts towards me, wrapping his arms around my shoulders. “My beautiful, sexy wife.” He plants a kiss on my cheek, awkward as it feels in front of a house guest. “Did I tell you we’re trying for a baby?”

      Andre, who’s been gripping his fork quite hard, sets down his cutlery. “No, really?” He flashes his white teeth and a genuine, infectious smile spreads. “Awe, man, that’s awesome. And Emily, I’m so happy for you.”

      “Well, I’m not pregnant yet,” I’m quick to put in but Ben, shaking his head, blathers over me.

      “Except tonight she’s got the painters in, if you know what I mean, it’s fucking strawberry week down there,” and he actually uses his knife to point towards my lady bits.

      “Ben, you’re…”

      “So it looks like tonight I’m going in through the back door,” he grabs me again and licks the side of my face, not once has he ever been in there. “Imagine what our baby will come out looking like,” a blast of air shoots from his nose and he begins laughing raucously. I start squirming against him when an authoritative voice calls out.

      “To the Cartwrights,” Andre’s raising his bottle towards us and just like that, Ben snaps out of his overly boisterous, obnoxious mood.

      “To the Cartwrights,” Ben and I both mutter together, and I’m grateful to Andre for somehow having the ability to so easily bring the mood back down to a more mellow level.

      He stands and pushes his chair under the table and quite honestly, I can’t blame him. “Well, Mister and Missus Cartwright, I have to be up early for a long day, so I will say goodnight to you both.”

      “What, already?” Ben straightens and sounds put out but ultimately, he doesn’t object. Clearly, he has respect for Andre and that he’s made his decision. He stands and shakes his friend’s hand from across the table, scratching his head at the same time. “I’ll see you when I see you, then.”

      Andre moves around and holds his hand out to me. “Thanks, Emily, for such wonderful hospitality and a delicious dinner. Your shrimp reminds me of my mama’s.”

      “Awe, you’re so very welcome.” My hand is swallowed by his, a surprisingly soft feel to his black flesh and I have to tilt up considerably to meet his gaze. “Goodnight, Andre, I guess I’ll see you when I see you.”

      And when he walks away, I’m struck by the tingling sensation that once again I’m feeling.
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      I’m seething. Like no other time in my life, I’m absolutely seething at my husband.

      “You put us both in an awkward situation.” I stomp across the room and because Andre’s sleeping through the other side of the wall, I’m having to tone down my protest. “Ben, the poor man didn’t know where to look.”

      He’s lying back on the bed, all butter wouldn’t melt. “I don’t feel awkward.”

      My lips part in disbelief. “I meant us both, Andre and me.”

      This is precisely why Ben knows to control his alcohol intake because when he crosses that line, he changes into Mister Hyde. However, I’m thankful that at least now he’s sentient enough to keep his voice subdued. “Because I kissed you on the cheek? Oh, nooo,” he says with a mocking tone, “arrest me now.”

      My fingers ball into a fist of their own accord. “You absolutely slobbered all over me. And it’s not just that and you know it!” I can’t even bring myself to repeat the things he said at dinner but that’s all besides the point because he remembers the entire event and he’s just playing ignorant to avoid responsibility.

      He confirms this when the grin stretches sardonically across his face. “Trust me, that guy knows all about what goes on in the bedroom. I hardly think my talking about playing in the mud is awkward for him.”

      I turn away as my hands clasp at my belly. “Well, I don’t ever want you to treat me that way ever again, certainly not publicly. I’m your wife.”

      In the mirror I see him standing from the bed, slowly crossing the length of the room and then I feel his hands wrap around me from behind. “But in the privacy of our own bedroom…?” he says suggestively and through his underwear, his flaccid penis begins to harden against my ass. “You know, maybe I meant what I said before.”

      What has gotten into him?

      I turn around to face him, discarding his hands as I do. “You know I’m on.”

      “And you know that’s not what I’m talking about.”

      My mouth falls for the second time in as many minutes. “I don’t … we don’t…”

      “First time for everything.” He reaches around and grips my cheeks and as always, my womanly curves cause a rush of blood down below so that now his cock is pulsing against my hip, hard as steel, and quite possibly ready to blow from the merest touch. He squeezes me again, hard. “Come on, babes, let me sink into this thing just this once. I want to know how your virgin hole feels gripping my cock and milking every last drop of cum from my balls.”

      I’ve found that generally I seldom tend to get turned on when I’m menstruating, something I’ve always put down to nature, or at least my nature, and that there’s little reproductive use in having sex when you can’t get pregnant. Regardless of that, however, I’m a good wife and have always been mindful of my husband’s needs and that usually he still wants it even when I don’t. He’s still not going in that way, but there’s more than one way to make an omelet.

      “You like my ass, huh?” I hiss into his ear, delving a hand under his waistband and grabbing his obscenely hard shaft, my thumb and fingers easily overlapping when I squeeze him as hard as I can. “You like my thick, muscular thighs and my tight, little butthole?”

      “Ugh, fuck,” he squirms as he leans closer to breathe the scent from my neck, “man, I love you so much, I’m so sorry about before, ugh, keep doing that, I’m such a jackass.”

      I work his length and use my other hand to gently squeeze his balls through his underwear, I’m almost tempted to squeeze a little harder but don’t, no, because that would be cutting off my nose to spite my face. “I bet you can’t wait to thrust this thing inside of me again, to feel my walls wet with juices, to…”

      “Ugh, ugh, fuuuuuu…” his eyes roll back in his head as his legs nearly buckle, his fingers dig into my glutes and he creams inside his underwear, five, maybe six good strokes producing his usual three, maybe four quick squirts.

      Done.

      I pull out my hand and wipe it on his chest, kissing him once on the lips and strutting for the en suite to clean up. I wash my hands, clean my teeth and when I return to the bedroom, Ben’s already fast asleep.
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      Ben’s already left for work, having roused earlier than usual to have breakfast with Andre. Now, I’m alone in the house and contemplating getting out of bed, taking a quick breakfast, working out and beginning some much needed study. Later, I might even take a walk through campus at Dartmouth, check my snail mail and catch up with colleagues.

      I’m still lying in bed, however, because I can’t stop thinking about last night, not the drama in the kitchen but the drama in the bedroom.

      When it’s that time of the month, usually I’d use my mouth or give Ben a hand, but it was only the other week when he’d linked an article that talked about the benefits of preserving his sperm. It was another badly written piece in a low-grade publication but it had at least given my husband pause for thought, and I’d certainly read it with interest myself.

      Why is it that women can have multiple orgasms when men can only have one? The reason, the writer argued, is that if men were able to have multiple orgasms then the quality of sperm produced would be far less motile and of an inferior quality to that which came in the first, um, wad. It might all be nonsense but, as Ben and I keep reminding ourselves, every little helps even if it’s only psychological, though there’s no denying that on those rare occasions when we’re not in the mood, the night following always tends to mean there’s more of him to go around, if you know what I’m saying. Keeping it to himself whilst I’m on my period, therefore, might have been the sensible thing to do, especially if he’s serious about accumulating enough little guys of suitable quality that are capable of swimming all the way to where they need to be. Not only that but forgoing one quick release in favor of the bigger picture would prove to me he’s serious, stoic, can control himself and that he wants this baby as much as I do, even if, ultimately, the whole idea holds little merit.

      “It was his article.” I stare up at the ceiling pattern and let out a sigh. Ben had been unable to survive even one night. “I guess I shouldn’t complain I turn him on so much.”

      Finally, I rise and it’s whilst ingesting a mouthful of oatmeal that I’m surprised to find a message from Casey, my Dartmouth friend and fellow PhD researcher in the field of Chemistry.

      “Hey, you getting pissed with these Zoom calls yet? I was hoping you’d be in favor of a catch-up? I promise not to cough all over you.”

      “Hi!!! That’s so strange, I was just thinking about coming into Dartmouth.”

      She fires back immediately. “Really? Spooky! I really need to get away from all these intellectuals, they’re dumb as dirt and their social skills are even worse. How about we meet downtown for coffee instead?”

      “Done. How’s eleven for you?”

      “Great!”

      “Cool. Oh, could you bring my mail?”

      “Will do. Catch you outside Molly’s.”

      I head down to the squat rack for a heavy session, work on my abs and finish with some shoulder lifts before jumping in the shower and, for no reason in particular, dressing in my yoga gear, tight-fitting, sleeveless and revealing just enough of my belly to draw the eye. By the time I’m leaving the house it’s nearing half ten so I figure I might have time to drop by and see how Andre’s getting on.

      His premises are large, being the town’s former history museum, and presently has work vehicles lined up all along the front. Carpenters, fitters, an electrician, glazer and a plumber are the immediately visible tradesmen. Down the street, a truck with the GymFusion logo, a company that manufactures weights machines, sits idle. A man exits the gym carting a full wheelbarrow of debris and two men stand on ladders erecting the sign above the entrance.

      “Spartan Gym.” A good name.

      I wander inside and immediately spot the new owner in the center of the floor space, after all, he’s pretty hard to miss, the only black guy amongst a couple dozen busy white men putting this place together. Dressed in a pair of khaki cargoes and gray zipped hoody bulging in all the right places, Andre’s hardly idle himself. He stands with his back to me holding what looks like an unfurled floor plan as he speaks to two men in hardhats and points to empty spots on the floor. What looks like an apprentice workman runs up to him, speaks, and then beams like a puppy when given a fresh instruction. A large boxing ring is being constructed against the far wall close to where two catering ladies make sandwiches. Three men grunt their way past me struggling with what I recognize as a leg press machine, one of my favorites and an exercise I miss.

      Suddenly, Andre makes a quarter turn and that’s when our eyes meet from across the chaos. His expression changes from one of joyful engagement to what can only be described as forlorn sadness, which emanates from his dark, brooding eyes. He dismisses his company and strolls closer and I’m made very conscious by the fact my belly is fluttering in a way it hasn’t since perhaps my first date with Ben, and that I’m not sure I welcome at all.

      He stops a short distance before me and once again, I’m absolutely struck by the man’s stature, supremely dominating, and yet his smile is warm and open, completely disarming. “Emily,” it almost looks like he’s about to move nearer, perhaps to give a friendly hug, but if the thought was ever there it disappears just as quickly, “some welcome tranquility amidst the madness. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      I bob once on my toes and feel a flood of warmth when his gaze roams over my chest before lingering on my belly with its faintly visible abdominals, awesome as I know I look in my yoga fatigues, though I’m sure Andre has nothing to do with why I came out wearing them. Perhaps Casey and I might go for a quick yoga class after coffee. Sure, why not. “I feel I need to apologize for last night,” I brush a clump of blonde out from my eyes, “for Ben’s behavior, I mean.”

      Andre tips back and lets out a laugh. “He never could take his beer, especially if it gets mixed with other drinks. Champagne, huh? That’ll do it.” He shakes his head and smiles. “But he’s happy and that’s the main thing.”

      My face flushes red. “You’re too kind, he was being…”

      “And you’re too adorable, honestly, it’s fine. I’ve seen him in far worse states than that.”

      A heavyset man in his forties with short arms and tattoos approaches from the direction of his two friends who’re panting against the leg press. “Where would you like this bastard, Mister Castleton?”

      “Position number twelve on the plan,” Andre says without having to refer to the scroll he still holds, “you’re almost there. John,” he shouts across the floor to a man painting a mural of two boxers squaring off on the far wall, “you’ll be commissioned for the Sistine Chapel yet.”

      I’m absolutely grinning when he turns back. “Wow, you weren’t kidding when you said you were going to be busy.”

      He shrugs his monumental shoulders. “I’ve made mistakes getting to where I am. Bringing in the painters on their own has its problems when they can’t work until the plasterers have laid it all down, who can’t work until the electricians have installed the wiring underneath that.” He shakes his head. “And don’t get me started on the carpenters. I’ve found that paying extra to get them all together at once finishes the job quicker and costs far less in the long run, even if for a few days we’re all stepping on each other’s toes.” He gestures outwards at the noisy, chaotic scene before us. “But this is what I live for and I wouldn’t have it any other way. One second…” this last is because the three men attempting to carry the leg press machine have stalled. Either that or they’re taking a break.

      I then watch with curiosity as Andre says something which makes the three of them crack up in hysterics, my curiosity then turns to amazement when he crouches down, spreads out his arms and lifts the machine on his own before carrying it the short distance to the required spot and placing skillfully it down. He playfully swipes the dust from his sleeves, gives them a wink and then walks back towards me. This, however, is interrupted yet again when a door at the far side of the gym opens and a line of people begin filing out.

      Wearing mostly smart dress, I realize these must be Andre's new recruits. A mixture of men and women emerge, five, six, seven, eight of them and Andre takes a moment to thank each for coming, shaking their hands one by one.

      And then I take an unconscious step back, my hand automatically gravitating to my chest, because Andre’s shaking hands with Peter Arnold, my former trainer at Planet Fitness, the one who’d offered to pay for a hotel so he could “show me how a real man fucks,” the one who’d followed me out to my vehicle and who’d put my husband in the hospital.

      “See you next week,” Andre claps him on the back before moving onto the next man who’s now nothing but a blur to me, and then only Peter’s visible as he strides past me on his way to the exit.

      He stops suddenly, pauses, and slowly shifts around with a wide-eyed expression. He lets out a bark, drags a hand back through his long dark hair and approaches. “Emily Cartwright, you fucking cunt.”

      If you’ve spent any time in Hanover then it’s likely you’ll know about Peter Arnold, the stereotypical trainer who sleeps with all his clients, or at least attempts to, a textbook example of short man syndrome, a guy who feels the need to constantly raise his voice, who drives a Hummer and is almost as wide as he isn’t tall. It’s also been rumored that he’s Hanover’s steroid dealer and certainly, I’d be far from surprised to learn he juiced himself. A real piece of work, I’d witnessed first hand how nasty he became when I turned down his offer of “accommodation.” Now, after many months, seeing him for the first time in a suit and tie he looks almost comical, and certainly not comfortable the way his short arms stuff his ill-fitting sleeves like sausages in their skin.

      He takes another step closer and points a finger an inch from my eyeball. “Keep your mouth shut, bitch, you’ve already cost me my livelihood once. If I lose this job there are no other gyms for miles.” He glances quickly to his right, ensuring his new boss is still otherwise engaged, shows his teeth, turns and then struts out.

      “What’s up?” Two large black hands land on my bare shoulders, snapping me out of whatever fear-induced trance I’ve spent the last few seconds, maybe even minutes. “Emily, what’s wrong?”

      “Um,” I feel faint, my eyesight blurs out and then I feel his hands move off my shoulders as an arm slides around my waist. He says something about coming with him and then I’m moving, half carried, towards an office that has the word ‘Boss’ engraved in gold on a plate. The door closes on us, I’m alone with Andre, and then he’s helping me down into a large seat of the softest, comfiest black leather I’ve ever felt. His Lazy Boy’s arrived already, why does that disappoint me?

      My coherence comes to just as he starts filling a glass at the sink and then my gaze fixes on those wide shoulders, the cuts of which are visible through his hoody, and then down to his tapered midriff until finally I settle upon his powerful ass. “Drink,” he orders and I have to quickly avert my eyes.

      “Thanks,” I reach out, taking the glass and then Andre comes to perch on the edge of the nearby desk. We’re only a few feet apart, nothing between us, and I’m lying back on soft sponge. If he wanted to fuck me right through this thing there’s nothing I could do to stop him, maybe I wouldn’t even want to stop him. It’s just the lack of sentience that’s doing the thinking for me, at least that’s what I tell myself … and believe it, because what choice do I have. Suddenly, I’m in real need of this water so I clasp my lips around the rim and slowly tip back, feeling the cold fluid run down my throat.

      The desk creaks under his weight as he moves forwards to take back the glass, our fingers just barely touching, and there we both come to a pause. Time stops as everything falls silent, nothing else exists in the whole world and we’re gazing into each other’s eyes. My pupils dilate as I lick the moisture from my lips, I want only for Andre to lean forwards, for his tongue to connect with mine when the glass slips from our collective grasp to clatter against the carpet.

      He stands suddenly, turmoil carved on his features, and wrenches his body to face away. I lean back into the seat and blow out a stream of air. He runs the tap, wets a paper towel and moistens his forehead. “Damned hot this time of year.” He casts the towel to the trash and opens the window before spinning around. “Care to tell me what happened out there?” His voice, it’s different now, it has an edge and I’m not sure I like it.

      I lean forwards and flap my arms uselessly. “It’s silly … really, it’s nothing.”

      He steps closer and folds his arms in a way that makes his biceps test the very limits of his hoody’s stretchy material. “Emily, tell me, people don’t just go into stupors like that for no reason.” His voice is so firm, so authoritative that I almost fear keeping it from him a second longer. Somehow I want to tell him, to tell him everything, because something tells me I can trust this very large and powerful man, um, friend of my husband’s.

      “It was … it was Peter Arnold.”

      “My new manager … what about him?”

      I suck in air. “There was an incident about six months back when he worked at Planet Fitness.” I take a breath, tell him all about it and watch with interest as his anger slowly brews, notching ever up with every ascending incident. Amazingly, the thought of Peter merely being my trainer is enough to make his fists clench. His jaw grinds when I tell him about the lecherous offer he'd made and when we reach the part about his following me to my SUV, pinning me against the door and attempting to kiss my neck, I’m left shocked when Andre crashes a fist into the desk. I mention the steroids but don’t manage to reach the part about him putting my husband in the hospital, no, because this normally chill and calm man is already simmering with growing rage so I’m hesitant to even tell him about that. Luckily, having heard enough, Andre holds up a silencing palm.

      “Right, that’s it.” He strides across to the door, throws it open and calls out, “Lorna, get in here, this minute.”

      “What?” I twist in the seat.

      “He’s gone, Emily,” he comes back and perches again on the desk.

      I wave my hands in front of me. “Oh, no, please, I’d hate to be blamed for someone losing their,” no, wait, I’ve already been responsible for Peter Arnold losing at least one job, “really, you don’t have to do this on my account.”

      “He’s gone!” He insists, placing a warm hand on my knee. “In fact, I should be thanking you for this information. Even forgetting what he tried to do to you for a moment, if I’m able…” his face clenches, his nostrils flare, “if Arnold’s the type of guy who harasses my members then I don’t need him. The whole thing with the steroids just puts a big exclamation mark on his future with me.”

      “But you hardly know me. I can’t just come in here, tell a story about some guy and expect you not to hire him.” I shake my head. “I mean, you’re just going to take my word for it?”

      “Of course.”

      “Oh, wow,” I hiss, glancing from his hand up to his face.

      “Yes, Andre?” I make a double-take when an attractive blonde, presumably Lorna, strides in through the opened door. She’s absolutely immaculate in expensive business suit showcasing long slender legs and she definitely has an inch on me in her black heels. In the moment, I’m irked that Andre's hired what amounts to a bimbo. Interesting. I shouldn’t be put out because it’s nothing to do with me. Andre can run his business how he sees fit, hire, and, apparently fire whoever he wants. I’m still irked though.

      His hand slips from my knee and it almost seems like now I’m missing something, an essential part of my attire perhaps, and I now feel just that little bit naked, exposed, vulnerable even, which truly is strange. He stands from his desk and his voice is all boss, CEO, the man in charge of this place. “The guy who was just here, Peter Arnold, get onto him immediately and let him know his services will no longer be required.”

      Lorna’s eyes flick once to me as she gives me a look and being a woman, it’s a look I well recognize. It’s the look you make when you mistrust someone’s intentions, when you suspect what she’s planning, that she’s playing a game with a man of high value she happens to have accidentally encountered as she now attempts to sink her claws into him. There’s little doubt in my mind this Lorna girl fantasizes about Andre, of being seen with him, of introducing such a man to her friends and soaking up their reactions, both the good and the bad, the potential infamy of it, of dating a black man, of being taken care of and protected by him, of being on all-fours as he dominates her from behind, slams into her, forever changes her body. It’s not genuine affection and it’s definitely not love, lust maybe, but more likely it’s about power, what being with Andre could do for her.

      “He’ll want to know why.” Her voice is all dainty and delicate, like how mine was when I first met Andre, which by the way is still a conscious effort for me to control, and perhaps that’s why I can see through it, through her. She annoys me greatly. But maybe that’s merely because she gets to work with Andre, up close, wearing that outfit, and I’m struck suddenly that perhaps I’m jealous. And that’s scary.

      Andre pinches his bottom lip, no doubt concerned about divulging information that might give me up. “Tell him there was an admin mistake and we filled his position last week,” he holds up a large hand for her to wait, “and tell Paul over at the Manchester gym there’s a promotion in Hanover if he wants it, but he has to be willing to move here. Put out an ad to fill his position over there. That should see to it.”

      I gasp, he’s going to an awful lot of trouble because of me. A voice outside calls for Andre.

      “One minute,” he breezes past, drifting his usual and ever more familiar and delicious manly scent in my direction, “Lorna, stay with Emily whilst I see what this is.”

      Lorna looms down at me with her arms folded, definitely not friendly, and she’s put out that she at least has to pretend.

      “Emily,” I point coyly to myself.

      “I got that.”

      The silence is awkward and under the pressure of her stare, I feel the need to speak. “I, erm, felt faint and…”

      “And you needed to be assisted in here by Andre, right, we all saw.” She placed an odd emphasis on the word ‘assisted,’ and I’m getting the impression she believes me to be playing for sympathy, no doubt because I’m making a feminine play for the large, devilishly handsome, alpha black guy with a shit tonne of money. She also gives me another look, a different one this time, similar to the one I’ve used on my husband when I know him to be spinning me a yarn. It’s the I’ve heard this bullshit before kind of look.

      I’m angry at this bitch but manage to subdue the manifestations, neither wanting to confirm what she believes nor give her the pleasure of seeing me rattled. Instead, I flash my trusty rock. “I’m married, just so you know.”

      She transfers her weight to the other heel. “Then I pity him.” God only knows what’s going through her mind and what she thinks of me but then again, I can probably guess, even though she’s wrong - Dead wrong!

      It’s only because Andre returns that I manage to bite my tongue and not retaliate. “I’m sorry, Emily, duty calls, but you’re free to stick around here as long as you need. No rush.”

      I slowly rise from the comfy seat and make a face, something between discomfort and stoic, and manage to put just enough strain in my voice to annoy Lorna without alerting Andre. “I think … I’ll be alright … I think.”

      Andre rushes forwards and wraps an arm around my partially exposed midriff, his fingers sinking delightfully into my flesh as he helps me to my feet. “Here, I’ve got you…” it feels like I’m being assisted by a steel support column and I must admit, I experience no small tingle from his touch, though in all honesty that may be owing more to getting one up on this awful woman than to actually having such a hunky man’s arm wrapped around me.

      “Thank you,” I’m a little uneasy on my feet as I wrap my arm around Andre in return, the muscles of his back about the hardest thing I’ve ever felt, and I can just barely get my hand adequately around him as it comes to settle at what counts for the narrow point of his waist.

      It’s probably the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my life, as we slide out Andre’s office, resisting the temptation to glance back over my shoulder and pulling a face at the bitch.

      More weights machines have now been brought inside and an electrician stands atop a ladder fixing speakers to the ceiling. Most obvious of all is that the entire front window facade has now been removed to reveal an open chasm where they’re getting ready to install automatic doors in its place. Andre flaps a large hand in the general direction of the chaos. “You’ve probably already realized I won’t be back for dinner tonight but I’ll try not to wake you when I eventually slip inside, probably after midnight.”

      “Oh,” a wave of disappointment descends over me, “don’t worry about that, I can see you’re run off your feet here.” I still clutch to him tightly, even though I’m definitely able to walk unassisted. He doesn’t seem eager to let go of me either, even as one or two people notice. I don’t recognize anybody here, they’re all contractors, almost certainly primarily from out of town, I’m safe, and besides … It’s all innocent, Emily, you’re just getting a hand from a friend, that’s all. “But as long as you’re able to join us at dinner on Saturday? It’s my birthday so we’re going all out on seafood. We’d both love you to be there.”

      His arm slips away as he moves to face me and again it almost feels like I’m standing naked amongst all these men with the breeze coming in through the opened wall. “Emily, I can’t promise, but I’ll do my best.” Sigh, but that will have to be good enough.

      I don’t immediately notice the girl because Andre’s standing flush in my line of sight and indeed, had Casey been a bus, he’d still be blocking most of my view. All I can say is thank God Andre and I happened to remove our hands before she wandered inside the place, even though it was completely innocent. Why risk awkward questions from a confirmed blabbermouth who also happens to know Ben.

      She angles around, squinting from the other side of her thick-rimmed glasses, her head off jutting to the side like she’s not sure whether or not I’m the girl she’s supposed to be meeting. Shit, truth is I’d forgotten all about her. “Ems, it is you…” there’s an edge to her voice.

      “Casey, hey…” I quickly whip out my cell and see that I’m ten minutes late, shit, so I’m guessing she took a walk around the square, landed at the building humming with activity and clocked me chatting away with no regard for her. No wonder she’s pissed, she has every right to be.

      “I thought I recognized that ass…” she squares up and I’m about preparing to receive a broadside when she’s made aware of the large man standing in her proximity. Suddenly I’m completely forgotten. “Oh, hello?”

      I roll my eyes inwardly. Won’t these women let this man work! There’s an annoying three or four seconds of silence, which means that unfortunately it’s down to me to make the introductions or else I’m the jerk. “Casey, this is Andre, my husband’s old friend,” I say with as much enthusiasm as I can muster. “Andre, this is Casey, my friend from Dartmouth.” It’s definitely more for the latter’s benefit, I realize, than for the tiny brunette’s. Casey can make of me what she likes, indeed, she already does, but I’d be devastated if Andre took me to be anything but the most pleasant and polite of ladies.

      Casey daintily holds out her hand. “Hello again, Andre,” she actually says his name as though she works part-time for one of those cheap sex hotlines and on this occasion, I have to turn away so I can roll my eyes for real, “it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      I get the impression Andre’s only shaking her hand out of politeness. Honestly, it’s like looking at a bull beside a calf. “Likewise.” He looks at me. “Well, Emily, I’ll leave you in Casey’s good hands.”

      “Yes, oh, and thanks for before.”

      He nods and it almost seems like it's hard, painful, even, for him to peel his eyes away from me before finally he turns and strides across to where the boxing ring is slowly making progress. I’m left with an odd feeling, I’m not totally sure how to describe it, though I could throttle Casey for her rotten timing.

      “Damn, but they don’t make many like that these days, do they?” She startles me out from my brain fog and when my eyes focus on her, she’s busy readjusting her jeans. “Fuck, Ems, I’m not sure I could fit him in but I’d be more than willing to let him disfigure me trying. Did you get a load of those shoulders? And that ass could give even yours a run for its money.”

      I slap her on the arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      “You definitely have the right idea with this Zoom thing you got going on.” Casey takes a sip from her coffee cup. “You still sure you’re aiming for a job on campus? It’s like working with a bunch of aardvarks.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She tuts. “Everybody’s so terrified of leaving their offices and I swear, you walk past the windows and they’re all squatting there wearing masks, even when they’re all alone with the door closed … and that’s just the men.” She exhales and pinches at the skin atop her nose. “It used to be such a sociable place but now I might as well be working at the undertaker’s.”

      I giggle. “Things’ll get better.”

      She shakes her head and her playful tone changes. “That’s easy for you to say, Mrs Cartwright. Married to a gorgeous man who brings home the bacon and you’re only twenty-five. Twenty … fucking … five!” She emphasizes each word and I almost wonder if I don’t detect a hint of resentment. “No pressure on you to get knocked up.” If only she knew the truth where that’s concerned. “Next month I’ll be thirty-four and it’s kinda hard to score a date when the best prospect on campus is in hibernation.”

      “Oh, really, who?”

      “Marcus.”

      My eyes flick up. “The organic chemistry guy?”

      “Yup.”

      “Oh, ok.” I hide my face by taking a long sip from my cup.

      Marcus, the extremely attractive, charismatic chemistry prof given tenure in his mid-thirties, which is insanely young for such an achievement, particularly for an Ivy League school. The Marcus who plays tennis for the state of New Hampshire. The Marcus who rides a motorbike to campus. The Marcus who dates his twenty-year-old students. That Marcus?

      I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love my friend Casey, but a part of me thinks she’s hardly being realistic here. She’s a lovely, bubbly and funny girl, intelligent with a great job. I just don’t think men like Marcus drool over a PhD certificate.

      I can’t quite bring myself to directly tell Casey that I doubt Marcus would give her the time of day, so I search my brain for an easier way to deflate the air from this starry-eyed balloon. “Um, but now you’re having second thoughts about him, right? The thing with the aardvark…” she presses her lips together and because I’m now panicking, I blabber out the very first thing that comes to mind. “Why don’t you consider Jason? He’s drop-dead gorgeous and everybody knows he’s got the hots for you.”

      She makes a small grimace. “Ems, he’s still a research assistant doing his second masters.”

      I shake my head. “So?”

      It’s a struggle for her to say it out loud but I know exactly what she’s thinking. “I’d be like … you know … above him.”

      I nod in sad acknowledgment. “Right.” Because women don’t date down, which means that stubborn women with PhDs have a potential dating pool that’s minuscule. Of course, the additional problem is that attractive guys with PhDs, someone like Marcus for example, almost certainly prefer dating twenty-year-olds. Just saying. I set down my cup and decide to give it to her straight. “Well then, Casey, if you’d turn down Jason just because he’s not quite at your level then you can’t be feeling too much pressure to get ‘knocked up,’ as you put it, can you? Perhaps you should give some serious consideration into casting your net a little wider than extremely attractive men with PhDs who also, I might add, happen to be in your department.”

      To my frustration, she dismisses my logic with the merest lazy flap of a hand. “Well, how about that Andrew guy?”

      I squint at her funny. “Andrew?”

      Now she’s looking at me like I’m the mad one. “That perfect specimen of manhood I found you engaging with, you know, the one you stood me up for.”

      I make a small gasp. “You mean Andre?”

      “Andre, right,” she readjusts herself in her seat, causing the wood to creak, “I’m so glad I wore my push-up bra today,” she mutters, unconsciously thrusting out her ampleness, and then my mind is filled with the terrible image of Andre standing behind this short, dumpy girl on all-fours as he attempts to squeeze himself inside. Talk about trying to get a dog through a cat flap … not that I know what he’s packing down there or anyth… I shake away these insane, disturbing thoughts.

      “Casey, I didn’t stand you up, I…”

      “Who cares about that,” she interrupts impatiently, “I’m talking now about the stud.”

      I squirm a little. “You know, let me give you some advice; the last time I attempted to matchmake it all ended up in court, and I’m not talking about the family court.” I turn my cup. “I’m literally the last person you need help from on this front.”

      She pulls her chair closer. “Help? I’m not asking for you to sit in a dark corner issuing instructions whilst we take a tumble under the sheets, Emily,” again with the imagery, “I don’t know, but something gives me the impression that guy already knows what he’s doing on that score. All I’m asking is to be connected and I’ll take it from there.” She sure sounds confident, though perhaps not without reason. I’ve witnessed men of apparent high value flirting with Casey before. I’ve seen her getting into cabs with handsome guys and driving away. Generally, sleeping with men is never the problem. Keeping them is the hard part. I might indeed be able to envision a man like Andre having his fun with my friend but I see no reason why he’d want to stick around afterwards, not when apparently he has women like that Lorna cow drooling over him. But why do I care? Why don’t I just hook them up and be done with it? Hmm, now that’s a good question.

      Thankfully, there’s an incredible easy out here and I can’t stop myself from smiling at the realization. “You know, Case, Andre and Ben were at Dartmouth together … I’m sorry to have to say this but he only has a bachelors himself! Which means you’ll be even further ‘above’ him than you would Jason.” I sit back with smug satisfaction but I’m clever enough to again use the cup to cover my face before taking a long and delicious sip.

      Unfortunately, I don’t even get to the gulping part before she’s leaning forwards and slapping the table. “I think that for a man like that, I could perhaps find a way to make compromises in other areas.” Oh, for crying out loud!

      I drop the cup down, spilling coffee over the side. “What do you mean ‘for a man like that’?”

      Her eyebrows pull together. “For a man who’s got his shit together, you know, owning a business. What did you think I meant?”

      “Nothing,” I rub the back of my neck, not wanting to go there, not with Casey, “sorry.”

      Thankfully, she doesn’t accuse me of thinking she’s going after him merely for the color of his skin, for the notoriety of it, unlike other women I could care to mention, or to experiment. “Anyway, you said so yourself, to cast my net out further and all that. Well, Ems, my good friend, now I’ve decided to take your advice.” Damn, she has me there.

      I scratch my head. “I also said I’m literally the last person you need help from when it comes to dating.”

      “So now you’re telling me to go for Marcus?”

      I can only hiss my response, “no!” Honestly, it’s like we’re on a merry-go-round here. “Did you bring my mail?”

      “Your what?”

      “My mail.”

      She reaches down into her bag, “here,” and throws the usual junk down to the table. The silence stretches for an unbearable period.

      Finally, I break. “I’m sorry, but Andre’s only in Hanover for a few days anyway, and then he’ll be leaving, no doubt for fresh pastures.”

      She raises the cup to her lips, “or maybe you’re saving him for yourself,” she mutters the words into her coffee and to be fair, it’s so outrageous, so shocking and appalling that I’m not completely sure that what I think I heard is what she actually said. Surely, she didn’t catch Andre with his arm around me?

      “Um, excuse me?”

      “Huh?”

      “What did you just say?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      Hmm, maybe I did misunderstand.

      She drains her coffee and places down the cup before exhaling and turning out her palms. “Look, Ems, you’re my best friend and I’m not asking you to do anything you’re uncomfortable with, I mean, if he’s an ex or something, I’d understand…” she leaves it there and I can’t tell whether she’s genuine or this is just another one of her games, slyly trying to get me to prove there’s nothing between us and never has been by agreeing to hook them up. If that’s her play then she’s pretty damned good at manipulation.

      I sigh and have to face reality here, because I have no good and honorable reason not to at least ask Andre on Casey’s behalf, even if for some unknown reason I hate the very thought of it. My face softens. “It’ll have to be when I see him but I warn you that he’s busy.”

      Her grin is huge and that, at least, can’t be anything but completely genuine. “Oh, don’t worry, I’ll only bother you about six times every single day.” She reaches forwards and squeezes my wrist. “Thank you so much.”

      “Don’t mention it.” I bite my bottom lip. “He’ll want to see a photo.”

      “Flash him the one on my Insta,” she answers immediately, “the one with the red bikini. That usually does the trick.”

      I know the photo she’s referring to, the one with all the likes and comments that will prevent her from ever getting tenure.

      “That body though, hmm, and thighs,” she shuffles, again making the wood creak, “and don’t get me started on his glutes. That’s got to be some driving strength right there. Powerful thrusts, hmm. Hey, you think he’s packing the standard black member?” She shakes her head. “Would seem a terrible waste of the rest of him if he isn’t. You think God’s that cruel?” She reaches forwards to again grab my wrist. “Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to fill you in on all the deets.”

      If men are attracted by what they see then women are attracted by what they hear. I just never knew until now that also applied to hearing my friend saying the words about someone else, all those trashy novels that no doubt she reads now playing the devil with me, and the way she paints such vivid images in my head of a man who’s not my husband.

      And it’s obvious who I’m thinking of, I at least have to be honest with myself. “Can we get the check?”
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      It’s an uneventful three days being busy with students, Ben’s working long hours and Andre’s a complete no show, they both slipping in late and out early, though last night Ben did mutter something in an inebriated state about the two of them having visited Murphy’s on the Green for a few beers with a couple other old college friends.

      Friday, however, Ben finishes early and because it’s so rare the two of us are able to see each other at a reasonable time in the evening, we decide to take a walk through the woodland that edges the Connecticut River. It must be cuckoo season because other than the crunching of leaves beneath our feet, their telltale hooting is about the only sound permeating the serenity.

      “Damn that infernal bleating.” Ben’s becoming increasingly irritated by it.

      I bump his hip. “It’s not a bad sound, kind of peaceful in a way and besides, didn’t we come out to see some nature?”

      He lets out a bark, “maybe but these cuckoos happen to be one of the most odious creatures nature’s ever produced,” he speaks with such a surprising venom that it checks me.

      “Really, what makes you say that?”

      His face clenches as he looks up into the branches above, presumably in search of this hooting bird that apparently he dislikes so much. “I saw it on a documentary, babes, they’re nest parasites.”

      “They’re what?”

      “They go in search of other species’ nests and wait for the hen to leave before eating one of her eggs and dropping their own in its place. Then they fly away, job done, and never even see their young. Meanwhile, the hen’s tricked into incubating the substitute, thinking it’s her own. The cuckoo chick’s always the first to hatch and as soon as it does it kicks the legitimate eggs out the nest, sending them to their deaths, which leaves the imposter as sole benefactor of the hen’s investment; all that work, care, attention and love, for something that’s not even hers.” By this point he’s almost spitting hatred. “Think about it, babes, that’s two birds who’ll never get to breed, their entire life's purpose stolen by some rancid cunt of a cuckoo. They’ll never pass on their genes, never have a genuine brood of their own, never achieve immortality.” This is a side to my husband that I don’t think I’ve ever seen and thus far, I’ve been stunned into silence.

      “But she believes it’s her own, so…”

      “But it’s not, Emily!” Wow, he only ever uses the full version of my name when he’s serious. “Surely, you’re not sympathizing with these fucking cuckoos, are you?”

      I shake my head, “no, not necessarily, I just don’t think it’s as simple as the mother’s entire life’s purpose being taken from her just because some other bird left its egg in the nest.”

      He hisses, “what?”

      “Well,” I shrug, “the hen might still love her chick.”

      “But it’s not her chick, is it.”

      “It’s still nature’s miracle, perhaps she’ll still learn to love it, that’s even if she suspects it’s not hers, which I doubt she will, otherwise the cuckoo wouldn’t be able to keep getting away with it. Nature would see to that.”

      “Maybe,” he nods grudgingly. “But it’s still dirty and downright evil. Cuckoos are too lazy and stupid to build a nest of their own.”

      I point into the branches above. “And yet that cuckoo is outsmarting the robin easily, getting her to raise its offspring in its stead. That’s quite an achievement. And then the cuckoo will go off and do the exact same thing all over again, only next time in some other poor bird’s nest.”

      He has no answer to that and now I feel his shaking arm transmitting to our hands and up my own. I almost regret challenging him but now it’s too late to put the genie back.

      I manage to keep my tone level. “Haven’t you ever considered the likelihood that perhaps there’s an evolutionary, or at least an ecological purpose to this type of behavior?”

      His mouth hangs ajar. “How could such behavior ever benefit anything?”

      I haven’t had chance to think any of this through so I’m merely spitballing here. “I don’t know, but that black-billed cuckoo above has just landed in an American robin’s nest,” I shrug, “maybe there are benefits in nature, to maintaining a balanced eco-system, in keeping the robin’s numbers down.”

      An odd shriek escapes him. “But…” his hand is nearly crushing mine, “I just think it’s awful.”

      “Speaking as a scientist, my dear hubby, nature doesn’t give a shit, nature just is. I’m sure you’ve heard of that little thing called survival of the fittest?”

      He snorts, “well, thank fuck for the paternity test, that’s all I have to say about it.”

      My head snaps back. “Oh, so now we’re talking about people, are we?”

      He grinds his teeth. “And another thing, they actually winter in Africa. You know that? They migrate from fucking Africa! It’s the symbolism of the whole thing as much as anything else.”

      This time my head snaps back even harder. “I’m not sure I’m understanding. Ben, is there something you’d like to say?”

      “Never mind,” he shrinks away, “let’s forget I ever brought it up.”

      “I think that’s probably for the best.”

      He lets go of my hand and starts massaging his man area through his jeans.

      I’m aghast and unsure the abrupt change in subject is welcome. “Ben, what are you doing?”

      He shakes his head in frustration. “They’re just throbbing, that’s all, it’s been three whole nights since you jerked me off and they’re beginning to get heavy.” He’s looking at me with a bizarre combination of aggravation, rage and complete murderous lust, so much so that I’m almost afraid he’ll attempt to bend me over that nearby tree stump just so he can expel the poison. Either that or else demand I use my mouth. It might be possible, we’re all alone out here, but there’s that other thing.

      “Mister, you’re supposed to be saving yourself until tomorrow night at the earliest.” Even later would be better because I’ll be more fertile the longer he waits but there’s absolutely no chance he’d agree to that.

      He growls, “I know, I fucking know!”

      I throw up my hands. “You already let the side down Monday night.” I shake my head sadly. “I’m telling you, if I find out our best chance for a baby’s presently congealing against the inside of your boxers…”

      “Will you stop bringing that up,” he gives himself one last squeeze, makes a perverted, almost inhuman grunting noise, and removes his hand, “I’m fucking saving myself here so quit complaining. It’s not easy, is all I’m saying, and you’re hardly helping when you come out looking like that.”

      I wiggle my ass just to frustrate him because it’s fun. And yes, it’s true, I came out wearing a cute little early autumn outfit, tight fitting jeans, leather jacket and knee-high boots. I totally look like every guy’s dream girl next door but if it helps give Ben’s swimmers that little extra push come Saturday night, my birthday, then his frustration is something I can live with. It’s not the scientist in me speaking, but perhaps getting pregnant on my birthday might be considered divine intervention. I can’t help but snigger at his misfortune. “You know, you might find it easier if you think about something else.” I’m standing seductively at just the right angle whilst pushing out my ass.

      “Right, that’s it.” He chases after me but I’m quicker and skirt around the fallen tree that’s still clinging precariously to its stump. Keeping him at a distance is simple enough, even with his many attempted feints, and the one time he jumps over the lumber, I scramble underneath. Within less than a minute he’s heaving for breath and in need of the stump for support.

      “Monday night, mister.” I again wiggle my ass from a safe distance. “And in any case, it looks like you were in need of the workout.”

      The cuckoo hoots tauntingly from above and by now enraged, Ben throws a stick into the branches. It smacks harmlessly into a limb as the cuckoo continues with its business, eating eggs and planting its own.

      There’s the crunching of nearby leaves and I spin around to see Peter Arnold approaching through the canopy, an American pit bull terrier straining at its leach a few yards in front. It’s big, brown and has obscene out of proportion and almost weird looking muscles, just like its owner, and slobbers as it nears. Peter laughs haughtily, almost like he can’t believe his luck.

      “Well, isn’t this sweet, Emily and Ben Cuntwright going for a nice walk in the woods.” His arm tenses from the effort of having to restrain the dog. “Easy there, Princess, daddy wants his before you get yours.”

      Ben’s eyes flick to me and back to Peter, he then glances back over his shoulder in the direction of Hanover.

      Peter laughs. “You might be able to outrun me, you complete cretin, but I doubt you can outrun Princess, and I have even less faith that your ditsy cunt of a blonde wife can outrun either of us.”

      Ben mutters something I don’t hear and then slinks around the tree stump, ensuring he’s at the farthermost point from the newcomer with the bulwark in between, while I’m left out in the open exposed.

      I give my husband a withering glance and turn back to Peter. “What … what do you want?”

      “Let me think…” he comes closer and chews on his bottom lip, “what would you say two jobs are worth?”

      “I…I don’t know what you’re…”

      “Don’t fucking lie, bitch, I’m not an idiot, I know it was your doing.”

      Ben coughs and finally speaks. “Babes, what’s he talking about?”

      Hanover’s stumpy steroid dealer answers before I can speak. “I just told you, she cost me another job.” The dog descends into a fit of barks and dribbles a long transparent rope of slime into the mulch.

      I edge closer to Ben but the movement only prompts Peter to advance so that now the dog’s only a couple yards away, close enough I can smell the rancid heat from its breath as it strains ever harder against its owner. It’s definitely more interested in the easier meat that I am than in going for Ben.

      “Relax,” Peter says, for now maintaining the diminishing distance, “I’m sure we can work something out here.”

      “What … what do you want?” Ben manages to squeak from behind his hiding place. “We have money, if that’ll do it.” What? That might be true but why’s my husband capitulating so easily.

      Peter spits into the leaves. “Keep your money. If you think I trust you then you’re even stupider than your wife is a whore.”

      “Don’t … don’t you dare call my wife a whore.” Ben jabs a finger from over the safety of the cumbersome barrier, any defiance in his tone far from convincing. “You’re just upset because she turned you down, as any good wife would,” his fist clenches at the memory, “and if you hadn’t tried to violate her, maybe you’d still have a job.”

      “Ben, stop.” This isn’t helping and we’re getting off track. I turn to Peter. “Ok, so if you don’t want money then what do you want?” I’m almost afraid to ask as I scan beyond the rogue for any signs of passers-by but no, we’re all alone out here.

      One side of his mouth slowly curls into a sinister smile. “I’m a man of honor,” he says without hint of sarcasm, “so because I can’t beat your ass, I’m gonna beat your whipped husband’s ass instead, just like I did last time.” There’s no doubt he’s taking credit for that moment six months ago when Ben had come to my aid and slipped on ice, resulting in a concussion. I allow my smile to grow, this filthy creature won’t be coming anywhere near our nest egg and this time my man will manage to keep his footing.

      “What?” Ben hisses, his skin having taken on a lighter shade. “You want me to fight you?”

      “I want you to fight me,” Peter says simply and it’s obvious he believes that by humiliating my husband he can make me think less of him and diminish the sexual attraction I have for Ben. It’s all so primitive but some men are incapable of evolving beyond their inner caveman. Perhaps being on the receiving end of a beating himself might make him think different but I doubt it.

      “Your martial arts, Ben,” I remind him helpfully whilst remaining confident my loving husband will once again step up, after all, it’s a man’s duty to protect his woman, such instincts are engrained in their biology, male sacrifice. Though it’s not like my hubby will be sacrificing anything, he has a half foot on Peter Arnold at least, even if he’s nowhere near as stocky and yes, we have that ace card, Ben’s MMA skills. Sure, it’s not ideal, having to engage in stupid, meaningless brawls out in the woods at all, but we never asked for any of this, and I certainly won’t feel bad when Ben teaches this deranged man a much needed lesson.

      Ben again glances in the direction of Hanover and grimaces. “Ok … oh, God, um, but the dog … you must restrain that thing.” I nod along and mutter something in agreement.

      Peter bears teeth, “Princess is a good girl, she won’t move unless I tell her.” He looks down at the fiendish hound and points a finger. “Sit down and shut up!” It obeys and continues drooling a never ending stream of slime into the leaves.

      I take a relieving breath and rush towards my man, my hero, pressing myself against his body. “Ben, you got this, right?”

      He hesitates, which is concerning, but only a stupid man would be over confident about a thing like this, right? “I think so.” He sounds calmer now and even manages a small smile. “I really hate this bastard. You know, I still think about that day and what he tried to do to you.” He wraps a protective arm around me, sending a pleasant vibration up through my body. The most tragic thing about this whole situation is that I’m on my period and that when this is all over I’ll be unable to fulfill my marital duty the way Ben will have just carried out his. Maybe tonight we can make an exception with the whole abstinence thing and I can show him what he means to me by taking him in my mouth and swallowing his creamy seed, all the way down, all three days worth of it.

      I lick my lips, “I know, baby honey, I hate him too…” I give him a nice squeeze and kiss him hard on the lips, “I’m here for you.” I try to sound confident because I’m sure Ben has this.

      The moment Peter removes his denim jacket and slings it over a branch is when everything changes. He begins cracking his knuckles with his elbows purposefully flexed in a way that makes his out of proportion and steroid boosted biceps bulge obscenely.

      “Um, I’m having second thoughts…” Ben calls over the short distance as I take in an involuntary gulp of air, “please, would you not consider a thousand dollars?”

      “No!”

      “Two thousand?”

      “No!”

      “Three?” Apparently, my husband’s exceptionally keen to give away our retirement after all. I mean sure, we have a growing stock portfolio and numerous liquid assets, being married to a money man has its benefits, or so I’d assumed, it’s just the thought of having to lose any of what’s ours merely to avoid a scuffle is disappointing to say the least, unless Ben’s making promises now so he can renege later, that is after this asshole’s been given a restraining order. It’s not exactly righteous behavior though and the truth is, I’d expect my man to end this thing here and now, one way or another.

      Instead, Ben’s arm is visibly shaking and I question whether he’s now judging the distance to the mall through the trees. “I have a Rolex watch, sir, it was a present from my father but you can take it if…”

      “No!” Peter’s losing patience now.

      “How about some Bitcoin? That stuff’s likely to increase in value forev…”

      “If you don’t stop fucking prancing about and square up, you son-of-a-bitch, I’ll just take what I want instead,” his head swivels on its thick axis to leer at me as the side of his mouth slowly curls into a sardonic smile.

      Ben’s white face turns to face me as well. “What in the fucking hell did you do to him?” I take a step back and gasp.

      “I’ve had enough of this.” Peter stalks forwards and is just about to grab Ben by the jacket collar when instead my husband falls to his knees. For a moment, there’s only silence.

      “P…please,” he hisses, I won’t do it, I won’t fight, “please, just let me go.”

      Peter’s head jerks back and when he spares a glance for me, for the first time I recognize what can only be described as pity. It only lasts for a flicker, however, because immediately after his anger again flares. “I can’t find a woman and yet you get to share your bed with one like this? Where’s the justice?” He spits into the leaves. “Fine,” he snarls and I’m not sure whether I’m relieved, numb or even disgusted at what I’m witnessing, the complete lack of backbone exhibited by the man who’s trying to get me pregnant, “but if you won’t fight me then by God, you’re eating leaves.”

      “What?”

      Peter wraps a clam around Ben’s collar and drags him across the filth to where the dog’s spent this entire time drenching the mulch in ooze. When he lets go, Ben falls to his hands so that now he’s on all-fours hanging only slightly above the steaming pile. Peter grabs a handful and crams it into my husband’s face. “Now fucking eat, that’s it, worms and all, you son-of-a-bitch, bon appétit.”

      Ben does, he actually does, and I can only stare on in shock as he chews, the dirt covering his face, tears welling in his eyes, his jaw grinding on a twig, worm getting sucked up like a strand of spaghetti, the complete lack of protest, that he’s actually swallowing.

      “That’s it, now get you some more.” There’s satisfaction in Peter’s voice but he also betrays surprise, that he’s succeeding in getting Ben to go along with this.

      Ben scoops up a second handful and clamps his eyes shut as he closes his mouth around it. He begins retching but continues through it, the tears pouring down his face now. It’s so awful, so terrible that I’ve been struck dumb by the whole exhibit, in fact, it almost feels like I’m going into shock.

      “Please, we have a Porsche,” I finally find my voice, “won’t you at least accept his Porsche?”

      By now it’s long past the point of caring about money, there are more important things like my husband’s self-respect, not to mention the respect I have for him. It’s a big step up going from offering three thousand dollars to giving away his beloved one hundred thousand dollar Porsche, but this time Ben will stand up and step up for sure, I know he will, and in so doing my husband can salvage what might remain of any pride and self-worth, and prove to me he’s the man I know I married.

      Now, this last checks our tormentor, the prospect of such an appealing boy’s toy is too much to scoff at, and several times he switches between the two of us as his little brain tries to form the words. “You … you would give me your fucking Porsche just to avoid an ass whooping?” It’s Ben he asks, it’s his Porsche, after all, though no doubt Peter’s also seizing this final opportunity to heap an even greater amount of humiliation upon my man, by making sure I get to hear him agreeing to it. I still know he won’t though. Please!

      Ben’s still on his knees, his filthy hands of their own accord having gravitated to a praying position. “Yes,” he cries without any hesitation whatsoever.

      Even though it was my idea, I’m too stunned to react, I don’t know, I guess, I assumed if anything he’d refuse that. Is this truly the same man who only six months ago had stood up for me when Peter had pressed me against my SUV and attempted to grope my…

      Or maybe he was never the man I thought he was?

      Peter’s grinning like a teenager copping his first feel of breast and has to shake away his growing exhilaration. “Throw me the keys.”

      I’ve never seen Ben move so fast, the way he thrusts a hand into his pocket and tosses the keys in Peter’s direction, making a small whimper as he does. Looks like we’re walking home then.

      For a while, there’s only silence, save for the continuing sniffs of my defeated husband. I take a couple steps in his direction but he thrusts a warning hand out to stop me. “Please, don’t look at me.” I step back and now all I can do is stare hopelessly down into the ground.

      “I wonder what else he’ll willingly give up.” A couple of squelches and then the tips of Peter’s boots come into view. He jangles the keys. “Somehow I doubt that sissy will even object if I offer you a ride home.” By this point, I’m not sure if it’s jest or genuine.

      I let out a slow breath. “Just go away.”

      “My offer still stands. I hear there’s a ten percent discount on rooms at the Marriott.” He snorts, thrusting out his hips. “Or maybe we can just head straight to your place, give the marital bed a few bounces.” It’s not his brashness that’s the surprising thing, Peter’s always been a crude asshole, what’s truly shocking is that my husband, the father and protector of my future children is still kneeling in the filth, defeated and silent with his head bowed as this vile man now comes for me. “Come on, Emily,” he grabs me suddenly by both shoulders, “let me show you what it’s like to be with a real man.”

      I lunge forward with my knee, driving it as hard as I can between his legs. I feel the expelled air blast against my face as Peter doubles over and crumples to the ground, curling into a ball and turning a crazy shade of crimson.

      Shit!

      This will come back to bite me, to bite the both of us, I just know it.

      From somewhere close above the cuckoo makes its telltale sounds and then, having placed its egg in situ, flies high into the sky.
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      “Happy birthday,” Ben hands me a small packet in wrapping paper.

      I give it a shake and it rattles. “I wonder what it could be.” I tear off the paper, revealing a bag of sunflower seeds. I attempt to smile at his joke but it’s not easy, not this morning.

      “For your fertility,” he mutters into his coffee. He was up early today making a special breakfast of pancakes with Vermont maple syrup. It’s almost tasteless to me.

      “I’ll be sure to fill up on them for tonight. Don’t forget it’s oysters for dinner.” I say, unable to meet his eye for any length of time.

      He nods and smiles sadly, still unable to look at me either. It’s been like this ever since yesterday evening, quiet, subdued, not our normal selves. After walking home we’d gone to sleep without our usual cuddle, no kissing, a small cold gap between us. The reasons are obvious.

      He hands over something else, a box with a nice bow on top. “Here’s your real present.”

      I tear away the paper to find a set of headphones, one of the expensive brands. “Thank you.”

      He smiles from the mouth, still averting his eyes. “So I don’t have to hear your music when you’re downstairs working on your…” he can’t even bring himself to finish the sentence. My ass is that one feature that turns him on more than anything else and now it almost feels like he thinks himself unworthy. The crazy thing is that on a gut level I kind of agree. I’m not blind, I recognize I could be with nearly any man I choose and yet here I am with Ben, a guy who’s about to embark upon an existential crisis.

      I squeeze his hand. “I’ll wear them today.”

      He stands, pushes the chair under the table and pecks me on the cheek. He works most Saturdays though it’s earlier than usual for him to be leaving. There’s a reason for this.

      “You know, you can take my SUV.”

      He shakes his head. “No thanks, the bus is fine. I’ll see you tonight.” When the door closes after him I’m left with a strange sensation, something that comes straight from my gut, my lizard brain, a feeling that lies somewhere between pity, contempt and even hatred. Yesterday, a magnificent opportunity to prove he was a strong, stoic man presented itself. He had a chance to show he was someone with a dependable character, a protector of his woman, of what’s his, and not only did he buckle, he ate a pile of Peter Arnold’s dog’s drool covered leaves. Yesterday, Ben let me down. He also let himself down. Big time. What might have happened if we’d been blessed by our little addition and they’d witnessed the way their father allowed himself to be treated? I suppress the shudder. It doesn’t bear thinking about.

      And yet I’m stuck with him.

      I feel like I want to cry but somehow manage to keep it together, though perhaps only because I have so much to do, not least preparing tonight’s dinner of seafood to make us hot so that I might be impregnated by this man, so that his offspring would grow inside of me.

      What then?

      Would our children be protected by Ben? Would they grow to be weak, sickly and diseased? Would they be able to protect themselves and their own children from future Peter Arnolds?

      With so much crap flying around inside my head, it’s a surprise I manage to get anything done at all but the day passes relatively smoothly, studying, a couple of Zoom calls and a workout downstairs. I return to find WhatsApp lighting up and I instinctively know who it is, ugh, because Casey’s messages are becoming ever more frequent and impolite.

      “Ems, you’re slower than an old woman ahead in line at the post office. My pussy’s throbbing at the very thought of this guy and my dildo can no longer cut it. Will you hurry and get him to call me, message, call round in a tux, snail mail, anything!” The woman is truly obsessed and I’m about to respond with my usual delaying tactic when there’s a knock at the door.

      “Never a dull moment…” I rise and yank it open…

      And am presented with one of the most strikingly beautiful women I’ve ever seen. The fact she’s balling her eyes out, has puffy and red skin as well as shaggy hair that does little to lessen her gifts is saying something.

      “Hey, are you alright?” I feel my eyes widen and instinctively look beyond her for, I don’t know, a car wreck perhaps? Maybe her family just died in an explosion or something? I definitely placed no order for an extremely photogenic woman and my husband better not have either.

      “He’s here!” She blubbers, the silkiest blonde hair I’ve ever seen. She could quite easily be a catalog model, in fact I’d be surprised to learn if she wasn’t, or failing that an actress looking for her break or at the very least one heck of a high-class escort. But why is she at my door and who's she talking about?

      “I’m sorry, who’s here?”

      “He is, don’t lie to me.”

      I’m not sure what lie I’ve supposedly told. “I’m all alone here. I’m sorry, who are you?”

      “I’m his woman!” She’s starting to glare at me with a little more appraisal now and it doesn’t look like she’s enjoying what she’s seeing, as I stand here in my usual lazy clothes consisting of lycra shorts and sports top. I’m not so arrogant as to think we’re actually a tie but whatever it is she thinks I’ve done, I’m giving her cause to make the bitch face.

      “I hope you’re not talking about my husband,” I say, trying to lighten the mood, or at the very least put this apparent deranged woman at ease. I again glance beyond her for the cameras.

      “I’m talking about Andre, my boyfriend,” she spits the final word in a way that makes me assume she’s not happy with him right now.

      Hello, this is interesting. And I think now I’m beginning to understand. At least a little. I’m certainly curious and have nothing much else to do now anyway, and so even though I might live to regret this, I gesture inside. “Would you like to come in?”

      A minute later she’s seated at my table, making covert glances towards our various photo frames, no doubt in search of evidence I’m sleeping with Andre, or whatever. I have coffee brewing in the cafetiere as I stare into the back of her head.

      Dressed stylishly for the autumn, her bag’s Gucci, her boots are Dior, and now that I’m getting a better look I’m thinking that if she’s not a model then I might have seen her on TV someplace. I don’t know for sure but she kind of looks familiar. I’d place her at my age or younger, and is definitely the kind of girl any guy would love showing off on his arm.

      I set the coffee to the table and then slowly press down on the plunger. “So, what is it you do?”

      Her eyes transfix on my hand as I continue pressing down, her face clamping up ever so slightly. “Volleyball. Illinois Great Lakes.” She sniffs. “Meant to be anyway.”

      Hmm, I have a mild interest in volleyball and read something about the new ladies national pro league starting this year. Great Lakes will be one of the teams competing. So this girl’s an athlete and probably does photoshoots on the side. Got it. “What do you mean ‘meant to?’ Is it no longer going ahead?”

      “Yes, it’s going ahead.”

      “Ok, um, so what’s the problem?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      My head snaps back. “Right, erm, I can see now why that might be a problem for you.” It takes a few more seconds for the possible implication of this news to hit. “Oh, hang on, and Andre’s the father?”

      She doesn’t bother dignifying that with a response and instead stares at me as if I’m stupid, perhaps with a little bit of hatred thrown in for good measure. Yes, because why not.

      I have to blink a few times to gather myself, the coffee forgotten. “Ok, um, well, I don’t want to pry too much,” I really do, “but have you spoken to Andre about it?”

      She looks diagonally down, which means no. “He won’t speak to me.”

      “I thought you said he was your boyfriend.”

      Her hesitation tells me that’s no longer the case. “He … is.” Then why call around my house when he’s not in? Why not visit him at the gym? If she managed to track him down here then there’s little doubting she knows the location of his new business. The answers are pretty obvious. I invited a stalker into my house. Nice one, Ems. The silence stretches for an uncomfortable period, throughout which I’m quite fearful of being scratched.

      “I’m sorry, did you say you came here all the way from Illinois?”

      She reaches out and grabs ahold of my wrist. “You’re so pretty … please … don’t sleep with him…” she palpitates, “please, I love him.” She lets out a wail and all I can do is take her hand in mine.

      “Look,” whatever your name is, “you see this?” I flash my trusty rock, which never fails. “As I told you, I’m happily married … m … a … rried.” I shake my head and pat her hand. “Andre’s an old friend of Ben’s and he’s staying here only for a short while, a few days is all, whilst he takes care of business in town.” This seems to be working, at least convincing her that Andre and I aren’t sleeping together, though somehow I doubt my words will solve all her problems. In the moment, I can’t help but feel for her, though there’s little doubting she’s broken a few hearts in her time. More to the point, however, if a woman of this quality is completely losing her shit over Andre then there must be something about him. From what I’ve already seen of the guy, yes, I’m kind of getting that impression.

      It takes another twenty minutes to get her to the door, during which I had to again promise we weren’t having an affair, oh, and she also revealed she’s expecting twins. I resist any urge to interfere in any way, either by passing on messages or divulging where she can find him. No, this is the kind of hot potato I’m staying well away from.

      I watch her drive away, sit down and almost get to take a breath before finding another message from Casey. “Are you ignoring me?”

      I sigh, “the whole world is obsessed with this guy?” I respond curtly, telling her that Andre’s busy and that I haven’t had chance to see him yet, which is true, though I’m beginning to think that for all the bother, I might as well be having an affair with the man. At least then I’d be getting something out of it. That’s a joke, obviously. In response, Casey sends back the big red angry face. I’ll be paying for that later.

      When the excitement dies down there’s only time to ruminate. Nobody wants to get beat up but I’m thinking most men would at least raise their fists to protect their egos and they certainly wouldn’t throw away an expensive Porsche just to avoid the possibility of taking a few hits. I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t like the uncertainty, not just of Ben’s unwillingness to defend all that’s his but of his character as well. Next week, my parents will also want to know why we’re visiting in the SUV instead of the Porsche like we normally do and I’ll have to come up with an excuse, anything to save from having to explain that my husband’s not the man we all thought he was.

      The day gets worse, however, as I finish making dinner and sit waiting for Ben to return. It passes eight in the evening and still, he’s not home and unusually, neither has he messaged all day. I fire off several texts asking after him and call repeatedly but there’s no response. I remember he’s having to catch the bus but even so, he should have been back three hours ago at least.

      I’m sitting by my cell, foot constantly tapping against the floor when the door opens. I jump to my feet only to find its Andre, which causes a crazy, nervous flutter to swirl in my belly. It takes a second to notice he’s holding a cupcake, a single candle illuminated and shivering from the draft. “Happy birthday to the lovely lady.”

      “Awe, you made it,” my hand finds its own way to my heart, if there was ever a time I needed company then it's now, and I quickly float across to where he’s placing it down upon the table. “Thank you so much.” I take it upon myself to throw my arms around him for a hug, there’s no way I’m able to reach all the way around his back but he completely envelops me as my head comes to nestle against a giant pectoral. It’s like resting against a wall of stone and yet it’s so comfortable regardless, and his smell, one of his expensive colognes infused with the day’s hard graft is almost intoxicating. After all that’s going on right now I need a good squeeze more than just about anything in this world.

      I settle into the embrace as I close my eyes and soak up the sensations, the pleasant tingles, and dare I even say the throbbing somewhere deep, somewhere I definitely shouldn’t be feeling a throb, of feeling so small, protected, of knowing I’m safer now than perhaps I’ve ever been in my life. So why does my heart pound so hard?

      Andre’s fingers tighten against my back and my breasts crush against his sternum as he takes a deep inhalation of my hair. Suddenly, there’s a definite twitch from beneath his khakis, an unmistakable movement against my belly.

      He pulls away and it feels so devastating. “Benny, is Benny around?” His voice is like the most luxuriant of velvets, even through his obvious strain.

      Ben, ah yes, the arrival of Andre had made me forget about my husband, his worrying absence and all of our crap for about a minute of absolute bliss. For a fleeting moment I was transported away from everything and now that I’m back in the real world I’m not so sure I want to be here. I shake my head. “He’s late.” I don’t know how but somehow I manage to hold it together, my voice, my eyes, everything, but I’m so close to cracking that it might only take the slightest…

      Andre rubs the back of his neck. “I should go, I…”

      Finally, I break. “Oh, Andre, the most awful thing happened…”

      “Shit!” His eyes bulge but it only takes a second before he’s reaching out and embracing me again. “Hey, shush, don’t cry.”

      Again, he crushes me against his body, my hands clasping the musculature of his back for dear life. I feel him making small comforting circles between my shoulders as my tears soak into his shirt. I start palpitating and only stop when he makes soothing sounds into my ear. He guides me to the chair, though in truth I think he half carries me, my legs feel so weak right now. He plants himself in the other seat and turns to face me.

      “Girl, tell me what’s wrong.” His voice is so reassuring, the same as it was the other day at his gym, and it occurs to me that not even the crying wife of one of his closest friends can unnerve him. His hand is again on my knee, which causes yet another delicious tingle that hits a certain spot deep inside my core.

      I tell him everything about yesterday’s walk in the woods, of Peter Arnold, about how my husband was treated, how he ate leaves to save from having to stand up for himself, the way he broke completely and finally, about how his beloved car was taken from him.

      Andre’s been shaking his head throughout much of the story, his hand balled constantly into a fist. “That skinny Arnold guy did all that?” He sounds almost disbelieving, his nostrils flaring in anger.

      How would Andre have handled the situation yesterday? Now that is the question. Suddenly, I’m transported back to the woods, though it’s not my husband’s hand I’m holding but Andre’s. We’re enjoying the walk, the peace, the beauty, the serenity and then Peter arrives with his dog. I try to imagine how events might transpire. Would Andre cower and capitulate? Would he fall to his knees and eat drool? No! There’s just no way my mind can even fathom it. Andre comes across as the most chilled man on the planet, despite the fact I’m pretty sure he can easily take care of himself, and his woman, whoever that might be, which means there’s no appalling incident, not even any embarrassments, and there’s certainly no arguing about cuckoos.

      “I just don’t understand why he gave up so easily.” I sniff and when I glance down I’m almost surprised to find we have indeed been holding hands this entire time. “I mean, why undergo martial arts training if you’re only going to fold the moment the time comes to defend yourself? Surely, Ben ought to know how to handle a guy like Peter Arnold.”

      Andre’s eyebrows pull together. “Martial arts?”

      “Yeah, you know, when you were both at college.”

      Andre slowly sits back. “You’re talking about Dartmouth?”

      Now it’s the turn of my eyebrows to pull together. “That is where we all went.”

      “No, what I mean is, Ben never trained martial arts, at least not at Dartmouth, I’d know if he did. Maybe somewhere else, though I’m not aware of him ever going to Yale.” It’s meant as a joke but I’m not finding it funny.

      “You weren’t training buddies?” My mouth is feeling slack all of a sudden. “You never shared a house together?”

      Andre nods. “Yeah, we shared an apartment for two years along with a couple other guys from the Dungeons & Dragons club.” He’s looking into space, trying to figure this all out as he’s speaking. “I trained MMA, sure, and I believe Ben even came along the one time but he got beat up so bad he never went back.”

      “What?” The word comes out as a hiss. “Dungeons & Dragons?”

      “Hey, we all have our vices.” He squeezes my hand. “Listen, don’t worry, I’m sure it’s all a big misunderstanding.”

      No, it’s not, but it’s good, honorable and probably right for Andre to stand up for his friend. Ben’s been lying this whole time and about something so inconsequential. I’d believed it but then why wouldn’t I have? Besides, my husband carries himself so well, or rather he did, until yesterday. “Right,” I nod as the blood drains from my face. Six months before when Ben had leaped from the car to confront Peter … what was that? I don’t know, Peter’s short, Ben was inside the vehicle and perhaps he mistook my assailant for a teenager. Not that it matters now.

      “And don’t worry about the Porsche either. I’ll get it back, there’s no doubt about that. Nobody does something like this to one of my buddies.” He stands, causing my heart to leap, and I’m quick to pull him down again by both hands wrapped around his arm. “What’s up?”

      “Please don’t go.” I’m leaning into him now, my breasts crushing against him in a way he’d have to be stupid to misinterpret, my hands still wrapped tightly around his biceps like my life depends on it. Maybe it does. “I’m sorry … I … I don’t want you to go.”

      He freezes, we’re both freezing, the cat’s fully out of the bag, and if he didn’t know it before, heck, if I didn’t even know it then we both definitely know it now.

      That I haven’t been able to stop thinking about this man ever since the moment I first saw him. That I’ve been thinking of nothing but what it might be like to meet my lips to his, to be held by him, to feel him inside of me, to fall asleep wrapped in his arms only to rouse at some ungodly hour and feel him inside of me again. He wants me too, I can see it now if I didn’t see it before, the way he gazes at me, the pain in his eyes, of being so close yet knowing he can’t have me.

      But what if he could?

      What if I want him to have me?

      Words fail me, they fail us both but what is there to say anyway, as we both move closer, our lips, his smell so powerful, his hand reaching up to cup my face and the front door slams shut.

      Footsteps. Urgently we pull away. My heart screaming in pain. Adrenaline. Get a grip. I bring the cupcake closer. Blow out the candle. Make a wish. Ben falls against the doorframe.

      “Oh, ain’t this cozy,” his cheeks blow out when he belches.

      “Man!” Andre’s his usual cool self, thank God. “Dinner’s made and we’ve been waiting.”

      Ben pushes himself off the wall and walks a staggered path towards us. “Tiny and my wife, together in my very own kitchen.”

      I decide not to mention Andre’s here at his own invitation. “Ben, you’re drunk.”

      “Nooooo,” he says sarcastically and plunges a finger inside the cupcake. He gives it a swirl, brings it out and sucks the tip. “Chocolate.” He stares at me and winks. “I bet you’ve been getting yourself some of that, huh?” Oh, please tell me he didn’t just go there. Surely that’s not what he meant.

      I squirm in my seat and avert my eyes which, if he were more alert, might have told him more than he takes from it. Truth is I’m burning inside from a mix of embarrassment, anger and sheer frustration that he’d return now, at that moment, when I’ve spent the last few hours worried senseless when all he was doing was drowning his sorrows in some bar.

      Thankfully, Andre comes in by standing and offers his seat. “Hey, you’d better have brought a big replacement for that cupcake. Knowing where you stick that thing, I was looking forward to a piece that don’t taste like your finger.”

      Ben’s not taking the seat, instead he squares up to Andre. “Because I stick my finger up my ass, right? Hah hah hah.”

      “Ben,” I grab his hand, “why don’t you sit and I’ll bring dinner. We’ve been waiting and we’re starving.”

      He yanks his hand away, not once removing his glare from Andre. “You want to fuck my wife too, huh?” He rolls his shoulders, I don’t think he saw how close we came to maybe kissing, but he’s acting out regardless. “Go on, you can be honest, everybody wants to fuck my wife. Why should you be any different.”

      It’s obvious what he’s doing. After the Peter incident, he’s feeling the need to overcompensate by being aggressive with an even bigger, potentially more dangerous man. He’s attempting now to demonstrate his masculinity so that he can reclaim my respect, as well as his own. He also knows Andre won’t do so much as raise a hand to him so he’s safe. Kind of defeats the purpose.

      “Hey, bro,” Andre holds both his palms up, “I would never do that to you.”

      My heart sinks, hearing those words from Andre, though right now it’s obviously the right thing to say, to believe. I was emotional, a wreck, and Andre happened to be here. No, it’s a miracle Ben came home when he did, because otherwise…

      “I was thinking, Tiny, why don’t you and I have a little spar downstairs?” Ben shoves his friend in the chest but Andre doesn’t even move, instead it’s Ben who slides back on the tiles.

      I have to blink away the stupidity of it. “Why do you keep calling him Tiny?”

      He stares over his shoulder and scowls. “Duuuh, it’s supposed to be ironic.”

      I decide not to ask what that refers to specifically. “Ben,” I raise my voice, “will you please…”

      “What do you say? You think you can go a few rounds with me?”

      Andre backs away. “Hey, man, maybe we can spar when you’re sober.”

      “Too chicken shit, huh?” He raises his fists and jabs at thin air. “Well, what if I won’t take no for an answer?”

      “Hey, come on, man, why don’t we settle down for your wife’s cooking? It smells delicious.”

      Ben ignores him and moves closer, prods Andre’s shoulder. “Why don’t you raise your fists.”

      “Ben,” I call out before mouthing the word sorry and shaking my head for Andre’s benefit.

      This time Ben hits Andre harder, connecting with those dense chest muscles and making a dull thud. “Will you put up your fucking hands!”

      I’ve had enough of this so I move forwards to grab ahold of Ben but he shakes me off with a sudden force that causes me to lose my balance so that I nearly fall over. Luckily, I catch myself on the table.

      “Hey, that’s enough…” Andre takes a single step forwards, that’s all he does, but I think that Ben mistakes it for an act of aggression and jumps back.

      Ben, being drunk and not having his bearings, crashes back against the countertop, bringing a pile of cookbooks down with him as he slumps to the floor.

      And then I see it in slow motion…

      It was a wedding gift from my friend Frida, a beautiful, thoughtful gift and something she knows I love, vintage household items. This particular household item I keep as the centerpiece of my countertop because it’s also something I use nearly every time I cook. It’s a set of authentic cast iron kitchen weighing scales that weighs nearly twenty pounds, and that’s just the scale itself. I also have an accompanying set of cast-iron weights stacked one on top of the other for an additional total of fifteen pounds.

      The scales are the first to land on Ben’s head but they’re closely followed by the entire stack of weights. They don’t all land flush against his skull, as he leans back dazed against the side, but certainly enough do to cause damage, including the base weight that’s the heaviest of them all, which cracks directly upon his crown.

      Suddenly there’s only shocked silence as Ben tips sidewards with blood running from his head down his face.

      Finally, I react by yelling for God and flapping about the vicinity. “An ambulance, an ambulance.”

      “Quicker if we take him straight to the hospital.” Andre reacts fast by scooping him up and holding him like a baby. “Yo, Ben, wake up buddy, that’s a concussion, you can’t go to sleep on us. Emily, grab the ice and I’ll meet you out at my car.”

      He carries him outside, leaving the door open as I rush for the freezer, grab a bag of ice and don’t even bother locating my keys. Who needs to lock the door anyway when your husband’s in urgent need of medical attention.

      I sit in the back of Andre’s huge black BMW still with the new car smell, beside Ben who’s lolling his head whilst moaning incoherently. Ten minutes later we arrive at the Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center though by the time Andre’s carrying Ben inside, he’s already awake and asking to walk.

      “Damnit, will you just put me down,” he persists as I rush in alongside, still pressing the bag to his head. The bleeding’s stopped even though there’s a huge clod of the stuff crusted all over his face.

      Andre dumps him on a ready and convenient gurney lingering just inside the doors and launches it down the corridor towards a brace of idling men in white coats. After speaking to the lady behind the lobby desk, finally we can relax.

      “Here,” Andre passes me one of those awful coffees in a plastic cup and takes his seat next to me. It’s quite odd sitting so formally right beside a man of such stature.

      “I have to apologize and thank you at the same time.” I exhale and run a hand through my cascading blonde locks. It was only a few days ago that I had to say sorry to Andre for Ben’s behavior. It’s getting tiresome.

      He shrugs it away. “Not the first time I’ve been in the emergency room with this guy.”

      “What happened, he get injured playing Dungeons & Dragons?”

      He laughs and squeezes my knee, still beyond exhilarating. “You’d be surprised at the arguments that game can start.”

      I pat his hand with mine and for some reason it remains in situ. “Still, you came through for him when it mattered.” And he was amazing, calm and collected when I was panicking.

      We both remove our hands together and then the mood, or rather I should say, the mood between the two of us sobers. We both know it and don’t need to say it, what was about to happen and why it was stopped. And thank God. Andre might be one of those very rare specimens of manly perfection but that’s not nearly enough to tempt me into breaking my vows, and the scare we’ve just had reaffirms how much I love Ben even if, from time to time, he might well benefit from a clout to the head.

      Eventually, a doctor arrives to tell us what we already suspect, that Ben’s ok, but that they’re keeping him in overnight just as a precaution. It’s a head injury, after all, so why risk it. I ask if I can see him but we’re told that visiting hours are over.

      “He’s in good hands,” the doctor reassures me, “so go home and don’t worry.”

      It’s an odd drive home. Silence. Not even small talk. But a couple of times I catch Andre checking me out from the corner of his eye. Looks like it’s hard for him too. He pulls into the spot he’s appropriated from Ben. I guess he won’t be needing it anymore anyway. Andre turns off the engine and faces me.

      “Listen, it’s been a long day so I’m going to hit the sack. I suggest you do the same.” There’s absolutely no misinterpreting his tone or meaning. It was a close call but now we’re both sober and cool-headed, there’s no chance anybody’s about to do anything they might later regret.

      I nod and exit the vehicle, search for my keys and then remember I left without locking the door. Good thing we live out in a safe suburb. New Hampshire, I love you.

      I brush my teeth and change into my nightclothes, basically some stretchy shorts and an old t-shirt. Slung over the dressing chair is a sexy black evening dress I’d planned on wearing for the bedroom tonight. Looks like that plan will have to wait for another day now. Funny, though, because it’s one of my best dresses and yet it’s slung precariously over the backrest. I could have sworn I’d hung it over the wardrobe door in preparation. Oh, well, today has been hectic and my head is all over the place.

      I settle into bed and open the book on my bedside table, something about a trip around Europe during one long hot summer. I manage to finish about a page before realizing nothing’s sinking in so I close it and place it down before turning out the light. I close my eyes, try to sleep, turn several times. Through the wall is silence, same as always. Andre’s not a snorer, that’s for sure, because the walls are so thin I’d hear if he was. Save for yet more drama created solely by someone who’ll go unmentioned, Andre’s been a wonderful guest. Clean, considerate and great company. I’ve also learned a thing or two about myself whilst he’s been staying. Temptations will often manifest. I’m not perfect but I have more grit than I ever knew.

      Eventually, I drift off…

      Only to rouse when something obscenely heavy presses down upon me. At first I think it’s Ben, which is the logical reasoning, but it’s not his smell, and neither would my husband press his hand down over my mouth.

      “Shhhhhhh,” the hiss is at my ear. Hot breath. Chili. Panic. Real fucking screaming blind panic. I try to thrash him off, to drive myself through the bed, through the fucking floor, but another hand is grabbing my wrists above my head. “You didn’t think I’d let you get away with what you did?” It’s Peter, it’s fucking Peter, in my house, lying on top of me in my own bed! Through the blanket, he grinds his crotch into me and again I collect all my strength, all my sentience and all my being into forcing myself free, for the life of me I’m doing everything I can. “I’ve been wanting a taste of your sweet little cunt ever since the moment I first saw you.” His voice, it’s almost comically high-pitched, or it would be if not for this abominable situation. I must have damaged something when I drove my knee into his balls and now he’s come to get me, but for what…! “The way you show off that butt of yours, ugh, trying to get my attention weren’t you, ugh, don’t pretend you’re not a little whore. Well, ugh, I’m about to show you how we treat little whores.”

      I attempt to bite down on his hand but he must have it placed at just the right angle that there’s nothing to sink into, only a flat calloused palm that reeks of gasoline. I attempt to throw him off, thank God I have some powerful thighs, but Peter’s built like an ox himself and all my efforts succeed with is making him angry. I feel the release from my mouth. Yes! He messed up. And I’m just about to scream when I’m silenced by a smack across the face. Almost as soon as I was gifted a chance, his hand is again pressing over me.

      “Ugh,” he’s attempting to shift the blanket aside using his knees but it’s not easy for him under his own weight and I’m pincering the lower edge for dear life with my feet, hoping to keep myself covered, “ugh, all you’re doing is turning me on more. Ugh, I’m raging, can you feel me?” He grinds into me again but thankfully I can’t feel anything through the layers.

      How does he ever expect to get away with this? We live in the same town, unless? I gasp inwardly, he intends to do more than merely violate me? I renew my efforts as my brain frantically fights for survival and I quickly realize that having replaced his hand over my face, it’s now in a different position. There’s now something to go for, not much, but enough to make him scream, and so I bite into his flesh with everything I have.

      I just barely manage to nick him but it’s enough to make him yank away with a very slight yelp but more importantly, I’m free of him, if only for a second.

      I scream, “hel…”

      The back of his hand comes down again and in the pitch darkness he manages to connect clean across my jaw, sending me into a daze. I lol back as the resistance dissipates from my body. The blanket shifts aside and then Peter’s naked body is lying prone on top of me.

      “Ugh, I can’t tell you how long I’ve been waiting for this, ugh, here goes…”

      And then there’s a blinding light and Peter’s wrenched backwards and when my eyes adjust there’s Andre with his arm around my assailant’s neck, squeezing so hard that the color’s draining from his face. Andre’s so much larger than Peter that the latter’s feet are dangling off the ground by at least a foot as he continues constricting the air to his brain, the veins straining upon his black biceps an unworldly contrast against Peter’s contorting and ever-whitening face.

      Peter’s head sags forwards and when Andre lets go, he crumples to the ground, revealing my savior in only a pair of white boxers. “Girl, are you alright?”

      I’d been pressed back against the headboard with my arms grasping about my knees but faster than I’ve ever moved in my life, my legs now carry me across the room and into Andre’s arms. He wraps them tight around me, the safest place in this house by far, as I press my face against his chest like my life depends on it.

      “Shhh, don’t worry, you’re safe now,” he soothes down from above and I believe him, he came through when I needed him most.

      I can’t stop myself, even if I wanted to, which I don’t, and I throw my arms around his neck, for just a second my eyes burn into his and then our lips smush together. I explore his mouth like I’m dependent on pleasing him for my very survival, which might actually be true, and the way he kisses me back tells me he’s going for it as much as I am, that I’m his prize after stopping what might have been, our tongues violently clashing as I have to rise on my toes to gain purchase. He senses my difficulty and places his hands beneath my thighs before lifting me effortlessly and bringing my face level with his. My legs wrap around his waist as I sink deeper into the kiss, this blazing experience. His fingers clutch into my ass as we lose ourselves ever further in the moment, the taste of blood now so subtly evident on my palate. His boxers begin to fiercely tent under my ass until it almost feels like I’m resting on a tree limb, which causes him to groan with agony into my mouth, but then there’s a second groan that comes from somewhere inconveniently close.

      Damn, but I’d almost forgotten about that, about him, and that I’m almost tempted to ignore the piece of garbage unconscious in a heap on the floor says everything about how hot I’m feeling right now.

      My hero groans again and places me down, his eyes a darkly conflicted inferno because the room’s still polluted by the presence of an attempted rapist, preventing us from finally expressing our mutual animal lust that’s existed ever since our first meeting.

      I move a step away and am unable to take my eyes off the considerable meaty projection that’s doing its damnedest to break the elastic of Andre’s boxers, and might well yet succeed, but it’s everything else, what’s around that area that’s a feast for my eyes, and perhaps even for my tongue.

      Andre drags both hands back over his head and gazes at me, wearing only my cozy stretch shorts and t-shirt, like he might not be discouraged enough by the present company to be deprived of this moment, heck, I can’t even guarantee I’m not tempted myself, indeed, I’m unable to recall a time I was ever so unsettled as this but the fact remains … Peter is here and he needs dealing with.

      Andre glares at the man and for a moment I’m half wondering if he’s thinking about killing him, just so we can be alone this night, fuck, maybe even forever, but most significantly, right now, here.

      Finally, Andre sighs. “Best call the cops.”
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      They arrived after about ten or fifteen minutes whilst Andre kept a dazed Peter pinned to the ground upstairs. Four came, three male cops and a lady. The latter, who I guessed was one of those specially trained support officers, sat me down with a mug of tea whilst she provided comfort and shortly afterwards Peter was dragged out with his hands cuffed behind his back.

      Andre came down less than a minute after that, having taken the chance to finally put some sweat pants on but nothing else.

      “I’ll need to ask the most important questions now, if you don’t mind, whilst everything’s still fresh in your memory,” the female cop, who’d insisted on being called Sonja says, the red rising in her cheeks for reasons that couldn’t be more obvious, “but the rest we can do tomorrow down at the station, you know, when you’re feeling more up to it.” She goes on to ask the kind of questions you’d expect, how do I know the assailant, what happened, am I hurt, was I penetrated. Andre’s face clams on hearing that last one and the audible groan he makes gives her yet another excuse to address him. “It’s a good thing you were close by. You’re a hero.”

      Andre just grunts in response, his pectorals twitching from whatever it is that’s going through his head right now.

      She just barely bites her lip, her gaze quickly tracking down to that sweet spot between his legs before shifting back to face me, the leather from the couch creaking obscenely. The questions are done, I’ve been short during the last few anyway, but now she’s frantically scanning her brain for something else to ask, to prolong her stay. “Perhaps when you stop by tomorrow, it might be an idea to bring your husband along,” her head tilts in Andre’s direction but then she turns to stare at him again because why waste an opportunity, “I’d like to ask you a few questions too and, you know, Emily might feel better having you sticking around for a while. We find most women going through this sort of thing tend to act like that.”

      I don’t tell her that Andre’s not my husband and for whatever reason, Andre fails to make the correction as well. Can you please leave now. “Right,” I stand, hoping she’ll take the hint and I find pulling my eyes from Andre a challenge myself, though who could blame me for that after what he just did for me. Indeed, if I’d thought him attractive before, now it’s as if he’s almost celestial, heavenly, even. Certainly, the deep cuts on the undersides of his pectorals are making me weak, along with his sculpted shoulders, broad neck muscles and arms that are probably a match for my legs. No doubt Peter had no idea what hit him and probably still doesn’t. I show Sonja to the door and close it after her.

      Andre jangles a set of keys. “Told you I’d get B…I mean your hus…,” his fist clenches around them and never was there a man on this planet who I wanted so badly inside of me, “I told you I’d get his car back.” The damned problem is we keep getting interrupted.

      “You did and you came good in more ways than I even deserve.” I swoon across to him and fall into his arms. “Just have to find the thing now,” my words come out muffled against his chest but it doesn’t matter, who cares about the stupid Porsche at a time like this. I inhale his sweet, manly smell that makes me shiver and can only note how the texture of his skin feels different to Ben’s. I’m not sure why that is. Less hair perhaps, the density of Andre’s muscles compared to Ben’s ever progressing softness or perhaps there’s just a different quality to black flesh.

      But what does any of that even matter right now?

      Because finally, we’re alone…

      We pull away together, the mood in comparison to before deflated, the clock over Andre’s shoulder revealing it was about an hour ago when life very nearly took a different turn. It’s a lot to ponder on, what might have been. I swallow and as we regard each other silently we both seem to realize it together.

      “I’ll say goodnight, Andre,” I graze my fingers fleetingly across his abdominals, the frustration clear upon his twisting lips, and I can’t help but inwardly kick myself for this one opportunity I’m throwing away, “and thank you so much for being there,” for being here.

      Now, as I lie in bed, is it because I’m better than that, am I better than all those other wives who cheat on their men, the many millions throughout history? No, because I’d already decided that I wanted Andre, that I wanted to be close to him physically, if only for the one time. I’d made the decision, come clean with myself as to my intent, which essentially means I’m already an adulteress even if we haven’t engaged in the act, irrespective of the fact we’ve already shared a kiss, a hot and passionate kiss that felt truly wonderful. I love my husband, of course, but now I’m finding his face is not quite so clear in my mind, his features having ebbed partially away, to be replaced by someone else, someone bigger, stronger, darker.

      Outside my room, the floorboards creak and I quickly come to a sitting position. My heart beats heavy in my chest, the only sound that of my rapid breathing as I will Andre to burst through the door and do to me what I lacked the courage to initiate myself. If you do this for me then I lack the strength to refuse you again. Once more the floor creaks under his weight, I’m not imagining this, he’s there, so close, I can sense him.

      “Please,” my hand moves down to touch that special place as I silently plead for him to enter, not just this room but my person. If I don’t get satisfaction it’ll be the death of me. “Please, come in,” I hiss.

      And then he retreats and the footsteps diminish to silence until finally Andre’s door closes and there’s the definite thud of a big man collapsing upon his bed.

      I let out a long slow breath and fall back on the mattress. I roll over and an hour after that I roll over for the hundredth time. I check my cell, ignore the messages from Casey and see that it’s three in the morning. “My pussy is absolutely drenched.” It’s uncomfortable, frustrating, almost infuriating. Tonight I’m off my period and nature’s signaling it’s ok to have sex, that I’m in the mood for it again, that I need it else I’ll never get a moment’s peace. And boy, am I ever in the mood for sex, am I ever in a mind to be plowed through the damned mattress.

      Again, I turn over, my leg sliding over the other reminding me of the slickness that lies between. I’m ready for it.

      I recall how before I’d fixated on Andre’s bulge.

      Could I even take him?

      I’m not certain, I mean, if indeed he’s concealing under there what I suspect.

      “Stop torturing yourself, Ems, and just go to sleep.” Or go in there and lay this demon to rest, finally. I shiver delightfully at the mere thought, though admittedly it’s not just the act itself. I need to feel safe again and to fall asleep in Andre’s arms will be about as safe a place in existence. And there’s no denying my body wants me to, needs me to, indeed has already prepared itself for it, and will not let me rest until I’ve exorcised this fucking thing from my soul.

      I sniff and realize I’m crying. “I’m already an adulteress in my head.” So…

      Do it with the light out, because I can’t have him seeing me like this.

      I throw back the blanket and rise, peel off my t-shirt and cast it to the floor, tug down my shorts, step across to the door and push through it, move down the corridor and before I even know what I’m doing my fingers are wrapping around the handle to the spare room where no doubt Andre is even now in a deep sleep. I pull down and silently squeeze through the gap. The curtains are drawn, the room is only darkness. No sounds but for his rhythmical breathing, the man for whom I’m about to desecrate my vows. “You’d better be worth it.”

      Of course he is, or else I wouldn’t even be considering this, indeed, he’s already proven he’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of, and certainly a better man than Ben.

      I step across to the bed, find the edge, raise the covers and slip inside before sliding across and finding myself pressing against Andre’s back. I take a deep inhalation from his neck, which alone is almost enough to tip me over the edge, and run a hand around his front to slip inside his boxers, grabbing ahold of his flaccid manhood and begin slowly milking. Gradually, he expands as his shaft floods with blood, lengthening and thickening until his girth forces my thumb and fingers apart so that I have to readjust my hold. When I expect him to stop growing, he persists, forcing a breath from me as my eyes can only widen of their own accord.

      “Holy fuck!” Brace yourself, Ems.

      Now at full size, I commence jerking him off but only manage three strokes before he stirs and half turns. “Huh?”

      I’m quick to say my piece, as I feel the tears pouring down my face. “We’re trying for a baby,” I remind him but it’s important, more important than anything else in my world, “so we can only do this once. Do you understand?”

      He hums in affirmation and brings his hands behind his head. “Um, yeah.”

      I throw my leg over him but even that feels different to what I’m used to, his build forcing my knees further apart than what feels natural, certainly normal, and I try not to panic at the thought of not having full control here, because I think I’m going to need it.

      Now that I’m straddling him I shuffle forwards, locate his shaft and give him a few preparatory strokes, for myself as much as for him, and take a few breaths as his hands come to grip my ass. I press his organ against my belly, just to see where it reaches and can distinctly feel the tip of his thick head several inches north of my belly button. I swallow and lean forwards, sighing into his ear, “what am I supposed to do with all of this, huh?” I’m sure we’ll figure something out, even if it cripples me.

      He grunts and thrusts upwards in response. “Damn, girl, you’re dripping.”

      But I’m leaning forwards for a reason because this angle allows for better control and makes it so that I’m not putting all my weight down on him, which might be a little too painful, at least until I’m used to him. I have no tricks for dealing with his girth, however, and can only thank God that the mere thought of this man has got me so worked up and made me so damned wet that I might just avoid, for lack of a better expression, being split in two.

      I realize I’m shaking as I have to rise on my knees to steer his bulbous head underneath me towards my entrance. He snags on my mons so I have to lean even further forwards to allow for his additional length, I guess I’m not used to this, and then I try again, moving slowly back until he smushes against my lips. A bolt of electricity surges through my body as a billion nerve endings are ignited simultaneously and his fingers sink deeper into my ass, holding me strong.

      “I’ve got you, girl.”

      I have to apply some force backwards whilst slowly rocking from side to side as I attempt to work him inside. Finally, we find the right spot, my lips already slick with juices slowly part and he squeezes inside. I let out an involuntary sigh of total satisfaction as he groans in kind and then a short, sharp shot of pain overtakes me. It’s like I’m losing my virginity all over again. I have to be careful and place most my weight on my elbows to maintain control as I slowly sink back. My teeth unknowingly bite into my lip as I feel him forcing his way deeper, stretching out my walls and reaching unknown depths, forever dormant nerve endings for the first time switching on and sending unfamiliar pulses surging through my entire body.

      His hand moves to cover my breast, sending a fresh jolt of pleasure through me but he’s unable to keep from my ass for long and then once again he’s there to hold me steady. He’s not fully inside of me, in fact there’s probably a fair bit still to go, but I’ve taken enough of Andre that I can now place my weight upon him, enough so that I can meet my mouth to his and begin rocking him in a comfortable position, not up and down but more a diagonal angle that I can control with my thighs.

      And no sooner do I settle down then my first orgasm explodes within me. It comes on so fast, so sudden and so strong that it takes me completely by surprise. My entire body shakes as my breathing intensifies in Andre’s ear and my pussy walls clamp around his manhood, pulsing around his thickness.

      “Awe, girl, you cum so soon.”

      I can’t help but let out a laugh, my hair falling over his face, my flesh turning hot and cold both as my body adjusts to these new sensations. I climax regularly, at least once in every eight or nine attempts, but never quite so quickly as this and rarely so powerful. I don’t know if it’s the added excitement of a new guy, the taboo of committing adultery for the only time in my life, Andre’s size or a combination of the three but it takes me a few seconds to recover. The added juices can’t harm either. It’s just natures way of helping me accommodate him.

      I let out a slow breath as I sink back as far as I dare go, my lips not quite touching his root, and then I begin a slow rhythm, Andre pulling deliciously out before searching slowly back inside and if his deep manly grunts are anything to go by then I’m crushing him as much as he’s stretching me. It does indeed hurt, despite the abundance of lubrication, but it’s a nice kind of hurt, a really fucking nice kind of hurt, pleasurable and definitely animalistic.

      Our tongues swirl together and I note how even his lips feel different, his thick gums. He sweats a little more than Ben and it smells slightly more pungent yet in a delicious sort of way, powerful, and intoxicating. He’s in a constant split mind over whether to seize my breasts in his hands, bring them to his mouth and suck hard on my nipples or else sink his fingers into my ass. I have an hourglass figure, which is pretty much the reason I squat so religiously, they build your ass whilst trimming your waist, and that’s where he also enjoys grabbing, right around the spot where I can feel him inside of me.

      It’s only a couple of minutes after my first climax that I explode once again and not only is this the first time in my life I’ve peaked twice in one lovemaking session, but it’s by far the most seismic eruption I’ve ever experienced. In fact, it’s so powerful that for over a minute I have to stop and ride out the after tremors, but who the fuck is counting? I’m existing in some other level of reality here.

      “You still there?” Andre brings me back round by snapping his fingers, only his grinning white teeth visible in the dark, and who can blame him for being proud after what he’s just done to me.

      All I can do is shake my head, a coherent structured set of words the last thing I’m able to fathom right now. What I do want, however, is to bring Andre to the same level as me, to feel his soul touching mine, to drain his balls of every last drop he possesses, else I’ll never forgive myself.

      His eyes shut and his head lols back when I start moving again. I don’t know how long it’s been but he still feels like solid steel, I’m glad I turn you on so much, but now I have to feel you spilling inside of me. Thankfully, the amount of lubrication now means I’m able to sink further back than previous, allowing for longer, more satisfying strokes, though there’s inches to spare still, as I’m unable to rub my pearl against Andre’s pubic bone like I do with Ben, but the truth is I’m not sure how much more I can be impaled.

      Our lips connect again as our kisses intensify almost to the point of assault, our breathing likewise getting heavy, hot and rapid. He grunts into my mouth as I explore solid muscle with my hands until finally there’s a pause while he holds back as hard as he can, three, four, five seconds as I continue working his length and then he’s wrenching me down with powerful arms, pulling me as hard into him as he can and his entire body convulses as his seed is drawn out from his balls, his cock seems to thicken yet more, pulsing, and then there’s an almighty release inside of me, gushing against my cervix, heck, even against my womb and then, just as unexpected as before, I’m overtaken by a third climax … what the fuck … and what little sight I have blurs as I taste salt on my lips and hot and cold sweat pours down my face as my baby-making organs fight to suck Andre’s seed deep inside of my body. After his third gush I expect him to stop, or to at least lessen, but to my amazement he continues loosing inside of me, jet after jet of thick, sticky cream that coats my walls, and he fires so far inside of me that after we’re done and we spend unknown moments remaining in situ basking in a state of post-climactic bliss, at no point do I feel any of his gift spilling out.

      And this position feels so snug that we close our eyes and drift off to sleep.
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      I’m so thoroughly vanquished that I think I just had one of the deepest sleeps of my entire life. I guess that’s what three climaxes can do for a girl, now that I know. “Hmmmmm.” I think I’m still luxuriating in the afterglows, my mind flitting with pleasant thoughts after having dreams of being a mom to a large, wonderful family. I roll over and spread my arms, hoping to find Andre but there’s only cool sheets. I gasp and sit up.

      He’s not here.

      Light seeps in through the curtain crack so I’m able to check the time on the wall clock. Mid-morning already. Andre will be at work but at some point I’ll have to collect Ben from the hospital.

      I wipe the sleep from my eyes, yawn and step out from the bed. “Ooooh.” The pain. That’s the first thing I know, that I’ve been bludgeoned beyond anything I’ve ever experienced, and stepping out for the bathroom requires grasping at the walls for support, one small wobbly step at a time, and I haven’t quite made it to the basin when I begin to feel the syrup slowly running down the inside of my thigh, which is enough to make me pause.

      Ben’s discharges are transparent, somewhat watery and definitely low in volume, far lower in volume in fact, whereas Andre’s seed appears white, thick almost like honey and he’s given me so much that not only is he still oozing out from me but I can still feel him slopping around inside. I crush my legs together and am overtaken by a pleasurable wave that shoots up my spine. “Hmmm.” But seriously, I need to take a shower.

      It’s when I’m making breakfast that I find the letter on the breakfast bar. ‘Mister and Missus Cartwright, thanks so much for your hospitality. Please enjoy the champagne as a token of my gratitude.’

      “What?” I hiss with a beating heart. “Champagne?” I scour the place and soon find it on the mantelpiece beside our wedding photo. He’s definitely trying to tell me something. “He’s really gone?” I’m feeling so sore that I can’t even run upstairs to check if he’s taken his things but I do make slow, painful steps and eventually arrive to find he has indeed packed and gone.

      I don’t quite know how I feel about this. I mean sure, I understand why he’s done it, he’s thinking about Ben and wanting to get the hell away from me to save from further jeopardizing his friendship, but…

      It’s hard not to feel rejected. Just a little.

      After having a taste, men are supposed to lose their shit over women, at least that’s how I’ve always found it. When I first gave my body to Ben, for months I couldn’t shake him off no matter how hard I tried and yet here’s Andre, having received my gift only last night, casting me aside immediately.

      I stomp around the house, call the hospital to be told Ben will be discharged in the early evening and that I should be there to collect him, and then I stomp around the house some more. It’s Sunday, which usually I reserve for study, but I’m so irked bordering on becoming enraged that it’s pointless trying to sit to concentrate on that or anything else.

      I mean, I know I told Andre we could only be intimate the one time but the truth is that now, after having actually gone through with it, I’m not sure I want to give him up so soon. Not after a mere solitary night. No, it was too wonderful for that, to simply forget about him. And having made love to Andre once, I don’t now want to spend the rest of my life wondering if Ben can ever make my body, um, feel the same way again.

      There’s also the other thing.

      Once Andre’s opened the gym and he knows everything’s running smoothly, no doubt he’ll want to return to Chicago or some other place he has business and then that’ll be the end of it. It’s worse though because no matter how hard I try, I just can’t shake the images of Lorna or that other girl who was here crying her eyes out over him, whatever her stupid name was. I just hate it, the thought of another woman being with Andre, oh, and there’s Casey too. For some reason I always forget about her but at least she’s easy enough for me to deal with on my own.

      I grab my cell and fire back a quick text. “Sorry, baby, but I saw Andre this morning and it looks like he has a pregnant girlfriend back in Illinois. Better luck next time.” Technically it’s not even a lie, so I have complete plausible deniability with this one, it’s just a pity the rest of these bitches can’t be dispatched quite so easily.

      Really though, four attractive women going stupid over one man, and we’re just the ones I’m aware of in less than a week of knowing him.

      I stare at myself in the mirror. “So, Emily, you’re that girl after all.” Ugh, things were never meant to be like this. In fact life would be so much easier if Andre had never come to stay with us in the first place. It wouldn’t be quite so exciting and the sex would be relatively boring, now that I know better, but life would definitely be easier.

      An hour later I’m still pottering around the place trying to decide what to do when my body kind of makes the decision for me.

      Because I’m absolutely fucking throbbing.

      And there’s little doubting the reasons why…

      Thinking about Andre being inside of me again, sigh.

      Hmmm, I can almost feel him now, smell him, taste him. But I missed out on seeing him, on watching his eyes transfix on my tits as I ride him just as he missed out on seeing me which, in a way, means we kinda sorta skipped out on half the experience.

      Men are visual creatures and I can’t help but feel that if perhaps Andre had seen my heaving breasts, my pale flesh flushing red from cumming so hard contrasting against his dark body and my blonde hair cascading down my arms, as well as my shapely thighs as they squeeze the honey from his thick cock then perhaps he might not have been so quick to part company (without even a goodbye tumble between the sheets, I might add, which is doubly vexing because the opportunity was there).

      Yes, I have an ego, I know this, but a lifetime of being treated like every man wants me has made me this way. I’m also aware that’s the reason Andre cutting and running is annoying me so much, because he’s the only man ever to do it.

      “Well, I’ll just have to show him, won’t I.”

      I do my hair and makeup, find what I need to wear, heat some wax and apply the strips. “Ouch.” The pain will all be worth it just as soon as I have him where I need him.

      Half an hour later I’m donning heels, my faux-fur coat and striding out through the cold to my vehicle. A few minutes after that I’m parking downtown, crossing the street to the not so subtle glances from a group of builders and entering Spartan Fitness.

      The place is still not open though it’s looking close to ready. The lobby’s classy, almost upmarket, with an equally elegant blonde receptionist I don’t recognize from before. I’m irked by that but do my best to suppress it. She has her head down and neither are the key pass doors installed yet so I quickly breeze through, relieved she’s too engrossed in her magazine to hear my heels clipping against the floor, because what was I supposed to say? Hi, I’ve come to fuck your boss, please let me inside.

      Further within, most of the machines are in place, the boxing ring is fully constructed and there’s an abundance of large screens attached to the walls. There are still laborers here but not as many as before and most of those are engaged with the cosmetics, second coats of paint or installing the water fountains. I do, however, recognize the new lady from Molly’s standing behind the buffet table, and here I am waltzing in wearing heels, my hair tied seductively up and nothing beneath my coat but for a freshly waxed pussy already moist with anticipation. I’m being totally reckless, I know this, but what can I say, there’s a hot newcomer in town and he’s making me do crazy things.

      I knock once on the door with the plate that says ‘Boss’ and don’t wait for a response before pushing through, closing it after me and applying the lock.

      Andre, sitting behind his desk and looking too imposing for words, stands suddenly. “Emily?” His velvety tone is probing but contains a hint of fuck, what the hell have I gotten myself into.

      I have few words planned, only actions. “You left without saying goodbye. Do you have any idea how rude that is?”

      His palms open out in a futile gesture of apology. “What we did … it wasn’t right and…”

      I’m still striding towards him and stop with barely an inch between us, taking ahold of his tie and loosening the knot. “Shut up!” The Lazy Boy’s in my periphery, his holdall on the floor beside it.

      He looks diagonally down to the ground as his jaw clenches but he doesn’t physically stop me, not that he could even if he tried. “Girl, we can’t…”

      “I said, shut up!” I tug his tie free, run my hands once down the length of his chest and undo his shirt buttons before tugging the hems out his pants. “Did I ever tell you how hot you look in this suit?” I’m all seduction now, my voice Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. I don’t remove his shirt because that would take too much time and once he gets to thinking about this he might object, indeed, I might change my mind myself, though probably not. I’d definitely like to see his body, however.

      “Ben … he’s one of my best…”

      I shove him back so that he falls into the Lazy Boy and a delicious look of apprehension, almost fear, replaces whatever stoicism he had before, that he might still find the strength to resist. Any last remaining resolve disappears completely when I pull open my coat and let it fall to the floor. My hair quickly follows when I release the pin holding it all together and a great tumble of blonde sends a peachy wave washing over him.

      His mouth opens delectably, his eyes burning into my breasts, thighs, freshly waxed pussy, everything. There’s no denying I have womanly charms in abundance and Andre’s still a man same as any other.

      “Um-hmm, I thought so,” I remove his belt, zipper, and tug down his pants to be presented with the wonderfully intimidating spectacle of his size attempting to burst through his boxers. I tug those down in earnest and he springs immediately free to slap against his abdominals.

      The idea was to impale myself right away but now that I’m having to actually contemplate it, the sheer length of this thing, my brazen plan almost falls apart. Let’s just say that I resist the temptation to measure him against my forearm but if I were, I can’t promise there’d be much between the two. Indeed, I’m thankful for the Lazy Boy and that he’s relaxing back in it because I’m pretty sure that once again I’m going to need to be in control here. He can pound me the way he wants just as soon as my body’s adjusted, that’s assuming we do this again, though the way I’m about to make this guy cum I’m thinking he might not be totally against the idea. And yes, I know, I’m not making him cover up. Doing so would only cost time and take from this little fantasy I’m playing out. Besides, I’m still in the very early stages of my cycle so I’m unlikely to get knocked up, not impossible by any means, but certainly I’ve no reason to worry, especially considering the problems I’ve been having. I’m safe. I also want to feel him inside of me, not just that magical moment when he releases his gallon of cream but I want to feel close to him with nothing in between us. Call it ego, or whatever, but most of all I want Andre to know the full enjoyment of being with me, at least while it’s safe to do so, which means the last thing I need is to insist he covers his beautiful organ with something so unnatural as a layer of latex, at least for today. No, but if we’re to embark upon an extra-marital affair then I can insist on condoms next time.

      All day, I’ve been gagging for this so badly that when I finally clamber upon his thighs I have to swallow back a river of saliva. Despite his earlier token resistance, he’s eager to steady me after all and his hands quickly find their way to my hips as I have to, out of necessity, rise considerably on my knees before I can even start to sink down. I reach around my ass, seize his shaft and guide the head towards my entrance.

      If I was hoping today might be a little easier, I’d be wrong, because it’s like trying to fit your arm inside a tube of toothpaste, start with the clenched fist and good luck with the rest, but when you’re determined the human body is capable of miracles and the moment the shape of his head forces me open I’m overtaken by the most wonderful jolt of delicious pain I’ve ever felt.

      His fingers dig into my thighs as his eyes appear to bug out. “Fuck, girl, you’re going to crush me.”

      I giggle and commence wiggling my hips in an effort to tease my walls into opening up. Slowly, carefully, I begin sinking down as we both release an audible and very satisfying exhalation.

      I lean forwards to connect my lips to his and start slow, warming up, gently rocking my hips as I begin to spread my wings, sinking bit by bit as I’m penetrated. After descending as far as I dare I begin working his girth, not up and down but more forward and back, the hums he makes tells me he likes it, and only after I feel ready is it time to work his length by using my feet to assist as I rise up and sink down, gradually finding my rhythm.

      “Fuck, girl, does Ben ever fuck you?” I think is what he grunts but whatever he said is drowned out by my intensifying breathing cadence.

      I climax after about a minute and then again about three or four minutes after that, both are about as intense and powerful as anything I’ve ever experienced and both times I have to slow down and pause to let the wave pass before I can resume.

      Why is it that Andre is able to make me cum so easily?

      I think it must have something to do with the added excitement that comes from having an affair, that it’s dangerous and that I stand to lose everything, although I have to admit that cheating for the second time is easier than doing it the first time around, I can only presume because the bandaid has already been ripped away. Today I don’t feel like crying, I just want my fun with an impossibly sexy guy who can make me feel like Ben can’t.

      There is also, as I crush my breasts against his chest, something to be said about the color contrast, something primal about it, almost like it’s the ultimate betrayal of my tribe. Back in the day, women of vanquished peoples would have to submit to the murderers of their menfolk or else face death themselves and hey, they might find the whole experience easier if perhaps they learned to enjoy it, after all, it’s the babies of their conquerors they’ll soon have growing inside of them. Having blonde hair I’m about as pale as it gets and Andre, whilst not the blackest of men, is certainly not far away. Our two tribes are about as alien to each other as it gets, which therefore means the taboo is greater, and perhaps it’s that which is responsible for giving me the kind of thrill that no white guy in the world could ever hope to match.

      Besides the color of Andre’s flesh, there are a few other interesting things I note from fucking, at least, this black man. Andre’s smell is different somehow, more raw, earthy, wild, slightly pungent but in a good way. He has stature too, of course, the kind that makes me feel almost insignificant and I can’t deny the hotness of that, the way he makes me feel so small, safe and protected. After the Peter incident, this element has taken on a new significance. Last but by no means least, I’m unable to get over his, um, size, and the way he’s able to reach parts of me that have never been reached, the fact it appears like nearly every woman who comes into contact with Andre would like to be the one riding him now, and yet here he is with his enormous hardened manhood inside of me as he stretches me out before soaking my womb with his seed after I make him unload. Maybe all this is why sex with Andre feels, I don’t know, different, but definitely in the most incredible way imaginable.

      Andre tips back his head and contracts his abdominals as his seed begins to be drawn out from his balls. So I stop. His head moves forwards again and he gives me a look as if to ask what the hell I’m doing.

      I sink as far down as I’m able and give him a playful squeeze. “Hold it,” I hiss into his ear and then the recognition of what I’m doing shows on his face.

      “Damn, girl, what are you doing to me, I’m about to fucking explode in you.” Oh, he’s going to explode, alright, just not yet.

      After about twenty seconds when his climax has faded I pick up again. I cum less than a minute later. “How … how…”

      He shakes his head and bites into his lip. “Glad you’re getting yours.”

      I tease him five times in total, almost to the point where I fear doing it one more time might prompt him to throw me off before he takes control himself. The very thought almost tempts me to do it but no, stick with the plan, Ems, and he’ll be yours again.

      By the time his abdominals contract and start to pop and his grip on my hips strengthens in a way that makes his biceps bulge, I’m about ready for a record fourth myself. “I’m warning you…” he groans and I lean forwards so he can seize my breasts and I can sigh into his ear.

      “Make sure you fire hard and deep.”

      “Awe, fuck…” he wrenches me down using all his strength and the delicious pain of being fully impaled by Andre forces a tear from my eye. His manhood pulsates as his seed is pumped from his balls, through his shaft and out his head to gush against my womb with such force that for a second I almost think I’m being electrocuted. It’s only a second later that I realize I’m in the throes of my own climax and my body is convulsing as it works to pull as much of Andre’s nectar as far up into me as possible. The veins show in his neck as he grits his teeth and yet more hot, sticky ropes are transferred from him to me, and even when I’m sure he can’t possibly have any more left in him, still he persists.

      When finally he’s done, he’s perspiring all over and his body can relax only as far as his shaking will allow. To say there’s a definite smell of sex in the room would be an understatement.

      I run a dainty hand down the musculature of his chest. “Don’t you ever run away like that again.” He can’t even bring himself to respond, in fact, I’m not sure he’ll be able to move for quite some time. “Same time tomorrow.” I move off him and feel the soreness again. “No, on second thoughts, I’m taking tomorrow off but Tuesday we’ll figure something out.” I stoop for my coat, giving him a view of my aperture, which I’m guessing might need some time to contract again. Considering the opened door he’s left, it’s a miracle his seed isn’t dribbling out all over the floor but it’s thick, I recall and quiver, and he’s fired that stuff so far inside of me that it might have hit a valve.

      I fasten my buttons and don’t bother glancing back as I head for the door and shut it stealthily behind me. Attempting to escape without being seen is pointless, however, because the electrician, three decorators and even the caterer from Molly’s all stop what they’re doing to stare as I stride for the exit.

      Yep, they know.

      For one, there’s no misinterpreting the messed up hair, heels, not to mention the flushed skin and … yes, even the way I’m attempting to walk in a straight line. I’ll wait until I’m outside before using the wall for support, I’m at least aware and stoic enough to grit my teeth until then.

      Yes, I’m being totally reckless, I know this, and Hanover’s far from a big town but right now I couldn’t give less of a shit, I’ve just had the best sex of my life so sue me. I’m strangely conflicted. Of course, I know how much this needs to be kept a secret yet at the same time I want to shout from the rooftops, “I’ve just had sex with Andre Castleton.” I won’t though.

      But the best is yet to come as the boss’s assistant, that awful Lorna girl, glances up from behind an iPad. I don’t need to say anything, in fact, it might even be better if I don’t, but I certainly don’t pass on the chance to give her a sly victorious sidewards glance as I clip past.
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      As I slip inside the house and stagger up the stairs for the bedroom, I can only question whether taking a single day off will be enough. I’m thinking of Andre even now, his impossibly thick head and the way it parts my lips. I can quite easily see myself becoming addicted but damn, I don’t think my body could handle it regularly. There’s also the lingering day of his leaving, perhaps even forever, and if I don’t make the best of this time while I can then I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. To say I’m indeed conflicted would be an understatement. I’m having way too much fun to stop but the longer this goes on the greater the chance of something unthinkable happening, and by that I mean the possibility of my husband finding out or of my getting pregnant by the wrong man, which would also lead to my husband finding out. Today I was stupid. But I just couldn’t help myself.

      No more stupidity.

      Tuesday will be the last time. We’ll make it special, memorable, wonderful, no chances will be taken, and then Andre will leave and I can live the rest of my life with my growing family.

      I reach the bedroom and fling my heels across the room before throwing the coat over the chair. Knowing I should head straight for the shower, I collapse onto the bed instead. I can still feel Andre inside of me, his size, his substantial deposit and delicious smell all over my body. I reach down and find I still haven’t fully closed up.

      The door to the en suite opens and I’m surprised when Ben emerges looking dapper in a crisp white shirt and shoes. He’s holding a bouquet of flowers but pauses on his way over, I’m naked, after all.

      “Wow…” he whistles, “now I’m even more sorry about yesterday,” he sounds sincere, if a little weary after his night in the hospital, but other than that there are no outward signs of his having a concussion. He places the flowers down before stepping across the room and embracing me.

      “Ben…” I lean into him, throwing my arms around his neck, “how are you feeling?”

      “Who cares about me, it’s you I’m bothered about.” He seizes a breast and starts squeezing. “Please forgive me for the last couple of days, I haven’t been myself. Your birthday…” he kisses my neck, “I’ll make it up to you now…”

      I’m glad he’s back and feeling well, even if I’m caught off-guard by his sudden emergence. “I was meant to collect you later…” I really need that shower, now more than ever.

      He inhales my neck and mercifully fails to notice anything out of order, such as Andre’s powerful musty au naturale. I can still smell it now so I’m a little on edge here. “I wanted to surprise you so I got a cab,” he kisses my ear, “anyway, who cares, I’m here now and you look so fucking sexy.” His hand moves down and I skirt back across the bed as if to escape.

      “Keen, huh?” He grins wickedly and undoes the top two buttons of his shirt. “As it happens, my balls have been swinging heavy these last few days, for some reason, I can’t imagine why,” he winks, “not that I’ve been thinking about that or anything,” he moves onto the bed and steers himself for the gap between my legs, “and you, madam, happen to be off your period.”

      I suck in air. “Yes, but don’t you think it might be better if you save yourself maybe two or three more days? That will give us the best shot at…”

      He laughs and dismisses my words with the merest flapping of a carefree hand. “Sure, you’re not wrong, but I think I’ve proven I can control myself, right? And I read an article that said sperm can survive up to five days in your cunt, so I see no reason to wait another minute.” Hmm, that’s interesting news, if true. He’s upright on his knees and scoots closer, placing a hand on each of my thighs and spreading them outwards. “Like I said, yesterday has been erased, which means today is your birthday and I have some making up to do. Your real gift is presently stewing inside my nuts but don’t worry, you’ll be getting it very soon, but before we get to that…” For the first time he glances down and I’m not sure I don’t detect the smallest frown, a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes perhaps, but that, if it was even there, is just as quickly replaced by lust as he hunches down and buries his face in my snatch.

      There’s no getting away from it now, I concede, so I’ll just have to reach back, grab ahold of the bedposts and pray this fails to take an ugly turn. I grasp for the pillows and feverishly attempt to prop them beneath my ass in an effort to prevent what’s still up there from oozing out.

      I’m not sure how I’d explain that.

      I bend my knees, close my eyes and for the first time ever find receiving head from Ben impossible to enjoy as he makes all the usual humming, smacking and slurping sounds like absolutely nothing’s amiss. He adds a finger, although I’m not sure I can properly feel it, and fucks me with that whilst his mouth concentrates on my pearl. A short while later he adds a second digit, at least I think he does, and opens me out so that his tongue can move lower, allowing him to delve inside. I grip the posts harder, not out of a building rapture but from anxiety. There’s no chance I’m climaxing today, at least not from this.

      He glances up and catches my eye, nothing untoward there, removes his face for a breather and wipes a quantity of thick white slime from his chin. I throw another pillow under my ass, hurriedly mutter something about not wanting him to get a crick in his neck, and then he’s back down there adding this new sucking technique that I can only assume he learned during a wet dream-filled concussive convalescence. I can’t stop my eyes from widening, panicked as I’m now becoming, Ben sounding like he’s cleaning out the last of the juice from a Calippo freezie.

      “Ah-ah-ah,” I yell, prompting him to pull back.

      He beams as he backs quickly away licking his lips, “hold that thought, my lovely wife,” and he’s fumbling at his buttons, zipper and shoes, almost shaking actually, as his boner projects out from his boxers. He yanks them down and his penis is about as hard as I’ve ever seen it, his head already dripping with pre-juices, I guess it has been a while and he’s full of the stuff, but now I’m even more worried about what he might find, about what he might feel.

      Thankfully, it’s been so long and he’s so worked up from having gone down on me that this might be over in record time, however, I’m not about to take any chances, as he takes position on top and slips his cock easily inside. I can’t feel much at all but I’m putting that down to being numb rather than the other thing that I can’t even bring myself to contemplate right now. He rests his forearms either side of my face and makes his first thrust.

      That’s when I cross my ankles behind his back and squeeze my pussy with every last bit of strength I possess.

      “What the…” his head jerks back as he grimaces in pain.

      Three thrusts later he’s adding his seed to Andre’s, and then he’s pulling out scratching his head.

      I knew that one day all those squats would pay off.
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      I spent all day Monday moping about campus. This was for a number of reasons.

      First, I needed to avoid my randy husband because when you’re trying to recuperate the last thing you need is to be constantly pestered by someone who just won’t let it drop. Second, spending all day at Dartmouth Monday lends credence to supposedly doing the same on Tuesday, when instead I’ll be seeing Andre. I even had Ben meet me for a late dinner in the canteen before I had to go back to the library to work on my PhD, all plausible because that’s precisely what I was doing, even if concentrating on chemistry was far from easy. I also had a more detailed apology ready for Casey in case I happened to bump into the girl but thankfully I managed to avoid her, although if I’d thought telling the pest that Andre was in a relationship would dissuade her from annoying me, I would be very wrong.

      “And I bought a new bed as well, harumph, can’t you just give him my address so we can give it a good breaking in? No strings and all that crap… I won’t tell his whore if you don’t.”

      I’d squeezed the cell in my hand and responded by telling her that he’s already moved out of my house, which is true, and that as far as I knew, he’d left town altogether. As long as the two don’t have an accidental meeting in the meantime, I should be safe.

      Unfortunately, however, that last detail turned out only to be premature by a couple of days because Andre told me in our text conversation Monday that he is indeed leaving on the Wednesday.

      “But I definitely want to see you Tuesday.”

      My heart soared and I was quick to fire off a response. “Damn right, I can’t stop thinking about your…”

      “Girl, you’re one of the most perverted people I’ve ever met.”

      I felt a pulse between my legs and had to wiggle it down to concentrate on my message. “When, where and did I say when and where?” I didn’t want to risk visiting him again at the gym and thankfully he understood this.

      “I’ll rent a room at the Hanover Inn. I’ll send you the room number and you can meet me inside.” It will feel so much better being able to take our time and not having to worry about Ben returning home or Lorna walking into his office. Alibis in place, now we can just enjoy the experience.

      I’d pressed the cell to my heart. “I’ll be there at noon, oh, and I’m going to make sure tomorrow’s a day you’ll never forget.”

      “Damn!”

      Andre goes on to tell me that Paul, his new manager at the gym, has arrived to take over the operation and that he intends on flying back to Chicago to start scouting for his next place. Wow, but this is really happening, Andre’s leaving. After upending my life, he’s truly leaving.

      I arrive home after Ben’s asleep, which of course gives me reason to lie in slumber and avoid his usual morning cravings. I rouse after he leaves for the bus, eat breakfast and send my butt through its usual strenuous routine with the barbell before taking a shower.

      I go into the wardrobe and retrieve the special dress I’d been saving for Ben on my birthday. It’s an all-black halter that clings to my every curve and when you’ve got an ass like mine that means you tend to get your way with most men. It’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen and is easily the most expensive garment I own, having set back Ben five thousand dollars on our trip to New York City last April. I guess Andre’s the one who’ll now get to enjoy the work of art, not that I intend on staying inside of it for long.

      I spray some perfume over my neck and cleavage and again survey my reflection in the mirror. Today I’ve opted to tie my blonde hair up to expose my delicate and feminine collar bones and I’m struck by how light and fragile I look in the en suite’s lighting.

      “A perfect complement to Andre’s dark hardness.” I have to close my eyes to suppress the delightful shiver that attempts to overtake me. “Time to go.” This time there’s nothing I can do to stop my body from reacting the way it wants and my fingers curl around the basin as a delicious wave is sent through my belly.

      I park my SUV in my usual spot at college and then start heading for the Dartmouth Inn on foot, which is just off The Green less than a five-minute walk away. There’s no escaping the attention I’m receiving from just about everybody I pass, guys and girls, I’m wearing a hot dress, after all. It’s not ideal but I have to concede that it’s all part of the risk I’m taking. This will be the last time, I have to remind myself, and then I can go back to being a good wife. Until then forget everything else, Ems, and have your fun, because sex will never again feel so good.

      The Hanover Inn is the best hotel in town, though I breeze through the lobby and up the elevator without stopping to appreciate its splendor. I exit on the third floor and make my way towards room number 314, my heart increasing its rhythm and the butterflies reminding me I’m really nervous. I arrive, take a deep breath and knock.

      Andre answers after half a second. “Damn, would you just look at that.” He throws open the door, beckons me inside, takes a quick glance left and right down the corridor and shuts us inside before applying the lock. “Just so you know, girl, you ain’t leaving this room for the rest of the day.” His words send another wonderful shiver surging through my body.

      It’s almost like I drift further inside before turning around to face him. He regards me from beside the door, enjoying for a second his arrival from a distance as I watch his organ thicken and grow to halfway down the length of his leg. He looks so stunning in smart pants and light blue shirt that can just barely contain the bulges of his chest, arms and back, and a second is all either of us can take before we rush to close the gap from when our hands immediately devour the other’s body, our lips crushing together as we sink into a deep and passionate kiss, his hands exploring my ass and breasts whilst mine nestle snugly against his chest. He pulls me hard into his manhood so that I can feel it throbbing through the thin layer that separates us. I pull away but only so that I can unbuckle his belt and lower his zipper before tugging his pants down his thighs and giving his impossible bulge a squeeze through his boxers.

      “Fuck, girl,” he can’t wait and casts them down his thighs as I move down onto my knees, taking ahold of him and opening my mouth as wide as it will go.

      There’s no way, simply no way I can do much for him here, though I’m keen to dislodge my jaw trying, but eventually I must deign to settle with having to use merely my lips, lavishing kisses along his length, and tongue, licking the sensitive area of his head rather than attempting to cram the whole thing down my throat. I use my hands, that’s right, both hands, though I’m far from able to get a connection around his width with my thumb and fingers the way I can my husband. Ben’s cock looks almost like a child’s in comparison.

      Andre has an extremely attractive organ, not just his size, but he’s perfectly straight before the head widens into a beautiful mushroom, though he gains some extra girth somewhere in the middle. He has several prominent veins that pulse a dark blue from the job of flooding him with so much blood and an overall color that’s as smoothly black as the rest of him. I cup his balls in a hand and note their weight and tenderness, as well as how low they hang, and can’t resist giving them a gentle squeeze before taking them in my mouth also.

      “Fuck, damn,” he groans as he coils blonde clumps around in his fingers, “I’m gonna need you on that bed soon.”

      I can already feel the moisture collecting between my legs but now that he’s mentioned the bed, I don’t need telling twice, in fact, I’m not sure I can wait a minute longer. There’s just one thing, however…

      “Sorry,” I say, reaching into my bag on the floor and pulling out a condom, “but I have to insist.”

      It’s a shame, indeed almost a sin to cover up something so beautiful but I have no choice, I’m approaching my more fertile period and that annoying little tidbit of information Ben chose to dump on me Sunday happens to contain a kernel of truth. Initially, I’d scoured my husband’s now obsolete rubber stash for something to use on Andre but after taking one out the foil and unraveling the thing, I figured there was no chance in hell it would suffice for the job. I’d then spent some time researching online and found a brand named Brutus that supplies cover for larger men. Emphasizing plain covered packaging, I placed an order expedited delivery and was both relieved and pleased to receive them at breakfast.

      An amused expression overtakes Andre’s features as he falls back and lies casually atop the bed. “Girl, you’re about to find out just why I never bother with those.”

      I suck in air and can only switch focus between the tiny foil packet in my fingers and the enormous phallus pointing toward the ceiling. I swallow and tear it open, maneuver myself closer and try to roll it over him. “Damn it.”

      He laughs and leans back propping himself on his forearms. “Go on, try as hard as you want.”

      It looks mean and angry and again I feel so sad that I have to do this but I can tell immediately we’re going to have problems. “I can’t even get it around the end.” I’d laugh myself if only it wasn’t so devastating.

      When I was thirteen at summer camp in England, a group of guys I was hanging with decided as a prank to boil a pack of condoms in a pan of hot water. The result was that the latex expanded to large enough to roll over the entirety of those red phone boxes you get over there. We went to every booth in town and covered them each with a ‘rubber Johnny,’ which was fun, especially when the prank made the local paper. Now I can only sigh at the memory and lament that I hadn’t the notion to boil this inadequate Brutus, not that it’s a romantic thought or anything.

      I stroke Andre’s shaft tenderly. “I’d only cut off the circulation.”

      “That’s if you manage to get it on, which you won’t.” There’s no hubris in his tone, only a matter of fact realism. He’s too big and that’s all there is to it.

      “Bummer,” I sound as deflated as I feel, still stroking him because I can’t bring myself to let go. I’ve been so looking forward to this that I hate the thought of having to forget the idea simply because they don’t make condoms large enough to fit him. The worst thing is that this is the last time Andre and I are ever going to see each other.

      The thing is that even if we do succeed in fitting the Brutus it would still have to survive being torn, rendering it useless, and I wouldn’t want either of us to hold back, to go slow and careful out of consideration for that. No, but today I wanted us to go to town on each other, so that stretched to the max condom is going to shred. There’s the Plan B option, of course, but that will make me violently ill, which after the last time will almost certainly serve to alert Ben, especially when I end up in hospital and he decides to ask the doctors about the cause of my illness. Indeed, the first thing the doctors will ask is what the heck have I taken and not wanting to die, I’ll feel compelled to tell them.

      Andre’s staring at me like he’s waiting to see what I’ll do, what decision I’ll come to, and I realize that this is all on me because it is, and that there’s no pressure coming from him at all, though I also sense his usual unspoken confidence radiating from him, that given the alternative, in the end I’ll always choose the obvious, which in this case is to throw caution to the wind and ride that phallus like it’s the last time I’ll ever see one. I could do that and hope for the best. I’m still not quite ovulating but I’m halfway there, meaning I’m less likely to get pregnant but it’s becoming ever more possible with every passing day.

      I find that I’m still stroking Andre’s organ, soft and tenderly, and still, despite the dilemma, the decision’s an easy one to make.

      I smile, throw off my dress and position myself on all-fours for him to enter me.

      “Girl, now we’re about to have some fun.” He moves off the bed and slaps my ass as he takes position, rubbing my folds and spreading my slickness around some.

      There’s a huge mirror that’s part of the sliding wardrobe and I can turn my head and watch as he connects his tip with my opening and my head is sent bucking back of its own accord. He holds himself halfway up and applies a little forward pressure with his hips, gently pushing forwards in an effort to coax me open. I’m cautious enough to cram a mouthful of bedding between my teeth and wiggle my ass attempting to work him inside and then my lips painfully part and Andre just manages to squeeze himself within. He grabs ahold of my hips and inches slowly, carefully forwards as my pussy swallows his cock and my fingers dig into the mattress. I’m making inhuman noises as he continues pushing, not stopping, never stopping, until he’s all the way in and his hips are pressing against my ass cheeks.

      “Fuck!” He groans as his vision’s overtaken with fog and he has to shake it away.

      “Holy … please, just stay like that for a moment, let me get my…” I need time to adjust to this, to being completely filled by him before he starts rutting. Oh, but I love this feeling too, of him just being inside of me, fully. “Ok. I’m ready.”

      His hands tighten as he pulls slowly out and I can literally feel my walls moving, shrinking, closing around the void left behind. A second later he’s forcing his way back inside and I’m being stretched again, opened. He increases his tempo and within a minute my walls no longer feel like they’re constricting the way they were at the start. He picks up some more so that my cervix takes a beating as it gets battered repeatedly against my womb. The pain diminishes gradually, though it’s never a bad pain but a delicious one that you only desire over and over, again and again, ever more so if possible. I don’t know, it’s kind of hard to explain when there’s a big man powering into you and you’re falling into the raptures of your third climax within only a matter of minutes and each time your cunt clamps harder around the cock that’s doing it to you and he has to stop what he’s doing because it’s getting ever more difficult for him to retract.

      The salt on my lips is strong, the sweat profuse, the shapes in the mirror have long since become a blur though there’s no misinterpreting the large dark figure with infinite stamina pounding against my cheeks, tiny, white and fragile that I am by comparison.

      I don’t know for how long Andre slams into me but eventually his grunts become louder until finally his hands tighten around my waist and he’s using the impossible strength in his arms to pull me as hard into him as the limits of my depths will allow and then I’m feeling the first hot jet gushing somewhere deep inside of me, soon to be followed by a second, third, fourth, fifth, each subsequent rope as long and thick as the one preceding it, by the sixth I’m already halfway through cumming again myself and each contraction only serves to suck Andre’s seed deeper and deeper inside of me. When finally we’re finished we remain in situ, simply being, until we collapse forward against the sheets.

      He’s still inside of me, still hard like steel, still stretching my passage like I’ve never before known. He threads his hands under my arms and pulls back so that I’m in a sort of prone full nelson hold, unable at all to move. He begins again, pounding into my ass, over and over, slamming, paneling, grunting as I cry out in ecstasy. The mirror reveals I’m totally enveloped, dominated, abused but it’s the most thrilling thing I’ve ever experienced. It was only a couple of minutes ago when he was spilling his seed inside of me, indeed, he never left and that he’s able to continue without pause is testament to his prowess. I feel it brewing from inside my belly long before I’m overtaken by my fifth and when finally it comes it’s the single most powerful explosion I’ve ever felt in my life. I feel his manhood pulsing, expanding as yet more of his ingredient is drawn out from his balls to be released inside of me, another five pumps that somehow feels as vast and generous as before.

      When finally he finishes and pulls out, I’m too beat to even acknowledge him, though I can’t stop myself from gazing into the mirror simply to admire his silhouette. I feel his hand on my shoulder.

      “I’ll order some food. You’re gonna need your strength. We’re not done yet.”

      I sigh something incomprehensible, his entire length slick with a thick coating of white cream, and then I hear the shower and I drift off…

      …Only to be roused by the sound of Andre closing the main door. He’s donned in his boxers as he takes a tray to the table. “We’ve got some French stuff. Smells good. Why don’t you come on over here.”

      “It does smell good.” My legs carry me across to an intimate table by the window overlooking the beautiful Green where students always gather in clusters. Today, however, the lovely view is the last thing I care to look at.

      Andre lifts the platter lid and I can only sit back and admire him, the way his biceps pop with the merest bending of an elbow, how his triceps do the same when he straightens, perfect capped deltoids on wide shoulders, thick slabs of pectoral meat and ripped abdominals. I already feel like I’m vanquished but it’s truly hard to be sitting so close without losing my head to the clouds and it’s a moment before I’m even able to register the delicious looking coq au vin before me.

      We devour it and then Andre leads me back to the bed. This time’s different, slower, more passionate and controlled as I’m penetrated lying on my back with my ankles locked behind his ass. We cum at the same time whilst our lips are pressed tightly together and our breathing is heavy against each other’s face and then, beaten again, we fall into the longest and most effortless conversation we’ve had, talking about our dreams and hopes for the future, ambitions, travel, hobbies, so many things.

      “I’m curious,” I run my fingers through his woolly black hair, “you liked me from the very start, in the parking lot, right? But something changed…”

      His grasp around my breast tightens. “Yeah, of course I liked you but I saw Benny’s name on the golf club bag so I had to back away.”

      “So what changed?” I push my breast against him. “I mean, if I’m not mistaken, we’ve spent all afternoon having the best sex ever.”

      For the first time his gaze moves away from mine. “I’m not perfect, girl, I’m a man same as any other, which means I’m capable of moments of weakness.” He slaps my ass and it stings most wonderfully. “I mean, who can blame me really.”

      We fall silent for a few moments and then Andre starts snoring. A minute later I’m asleep myself, wrapped in his arms. I wake to the darkness through the window, having slept for I don’t know how long, Andre still enveloping me. I reach down between us and grab ahold of his flaccid manhood. There’s a pulse and within a couple of seconds he’s flushing with blood. He lets out a snore, his eyelids flutter and I think I hear what might be a hum. I begin milking him as my hand is forced slowly open by his continuing growth, and only when he’s reached his limit and the veins start throbbing from the workload do I slip stealthily out from his arms, skirt down his body and lower myself carefully atop of him. I manage to meet my lips to his nicely trimmed pubic hair before he wakes.

      “Huh?” He starts and takes a second to gather his senses. “Oh, hello … oh, fuck!” He hums and seizes my hips and I spend the next hour riding him, slow and passionate, fast and rough, front and back facing, though when for the final time he releases his seed inside of me I’m certain to lie flush against him, body to body, soft white breasts against hard black muscle, lips to lips.

      That final time I don’t know how much I came, how hard or how many times. All I do know is that if Andre happens to get me pregnant then it will be both perfect and devastating in equal measure.
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Three Days Later

        

      

    

    
      According to the digital clock on the bedside table, he’s been at it now for precisely fifty minutes, smacking against my ass cheeks as I maintain position on my hands and knees.

      “For fuck’s sake, this is getting tiring.” There’s a slapping sound but I don’t feel it against me. Again. Again. And then I realize Ben’s slapping himself.

      I twist around. “What are you doing?”

      A vein shows in his forehead. “Fucking cum, damn you, fucking cum.”

      Earlier today a strange thing happened. You know how occasionally you can be thinking about something specific and then later that same day you’re struck by a cue, imagery or words, perhaps online or when you’re out shopping for groceries, that relates to whatever was on your mind? Well, this afternoon an anthropology professor who I’m vaguely acquainted with at Dartmouth happened to have a paper published. It was relating to early human societies and challenged previously held beliefs as to precisely who it was who got to reproduce, notably that eight thousand years ago seventeen women bred for every one man, raising images of dominant alpha brutes with their harems. My colleague, however, challenged this by postulating that lesser, inferior men did indeed get to procreate, which is precisely why the male organ has come to possess a mushroom-shaped head, so he can lay with a woman after she’s already been dealt with, so to speak, and scoop out the deposit left by the alpha brute. It’s something of a paradox. The male of the species either evolved to be dominant or to outwit his stronger tribe members by sitting back, waiting and, for lack of a better expression, being the caboose at the end of the train.

      I giggle.

      “Yeah, thanks for that, ugh,” he sounds hurt.

      Ben does indeed have a mushroom-shaped cock. The only question … is he long enough to reach the seed left by his rival.

      I’m also sensing a sort of, I don’t know, an auspicious foreboding, as contradictory as that sounds, though niggling at the back of my mind is a feeling, however small, that something is about to happen. Maybe it’s paranoia, fear even, after what I’ve done but it’s there nonetheless. Indeed, today’s my most fertile day of the month and I need Ben inside of me as often as possible, giving me as much sperm as he can produce and then some. His swimmers need to fight against the competition and may the best sperm win.

      Of course, it would be better for everybody if I was to get pregnant by my husband. That way, at least, fewer questions will be asked, as well as eyebrows raised, and that’s just the people in Hanover. My parents, Ben’s too…

      Everybody will know. It’s not something I could ever hope to explain, or live down. Ben either. For him it would be the humiliation of a lifetime and as for us… well, I can’t guarantee Ben would want to remain with me and for that, I could hardly blame him. I knew the risks, doing what I did, I knew what I was potentially getting myself into, and pretty soon the piper will need paying, or not. Andre only had access during the very early stage of my cycle, it’s unlikely, and yet…

      All things taken into consideration, if I happen to bleed at the usual time it will be the greatest relief of my life.

      “Here,” I roll over, sit on the edge of the bed and take ahold of him, “let me help get you there.” I grip him so hard that he grimaces.

      “Whoa, steady on there.” He wipes his forehead but ultimately doesn’t shrink away.

      I tug him so that he closes his eyes and groans. “Just let me know when you’re close.”

      “I … I think I’m there already, ugh…”

      “What?”

      “Quick, give me your cunt.”

      I scoot back into position and feel nothing when he eases back inside. A second later he’s releasing his semen and then pulling out scratching his head and frowning. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m finding it so difficult. The pressure of trying to conceive perhaps, I don’t know.”

      This is in reference to our three attempts already today and that on each occasion we’ve had to break away so I can jerk him off to the point of no return before he can scurry back into position and give me what he’s got, just in time.

      At first he was apologetic, he knows how important this is to me but now, as I’ve just witnessed, he’s getting angry, though thankfully for now only at himself.

      Usually Ben comes really quick, ten, fifteen minutes tops, in fact his brisk nature has been a regular complaint of mine over the years but now it looks like we have the opposite problem.

      “Maybe I should see a doctor, I don’t know.” He collapses down beside me. “Is there such thing as a dick doctor?” Perhaps it’s something to ponder at a later time.

      I wriggle under the covers and turn around. “Don’t worry about it, things will work themselves out.”

      He turns out the bedside lamp and we descend into darkness. “Sure, well, we’ll try again tomorrow.” He moves closer and spoons me from behind.
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Three Months Later

        

      

    

    
      I attempt to relax back in the chair as the sonographer squirts warm gel over my belly.

      “Ok, here we are, just try to relax,” she’s hovering close with the probe that will either soothe my fears, though not really, or confirm them, more likely.

      I’m twelve weeks in and the baby is growing so fast that I’m already showing, just, so it’s only a matter of time until I can no longer keep it from Ben. I’ve known I was pregnant since missing that first period but have avoided this ultrasound until now.

      But I can’t deny or delay it any longer, I have to face this and then come to a decision as to my options.

      One way or another.

      I take a breath and can barely even bring myself to look at the monitor as the lady, whose name has escaped me, moves the probe about my belly.

      “Twelve weeks, you say?”

      I think I hum something in the affirmative.

      She unconsciously mimics my hum. “Well, it’s a boy. Usually, we can’t tell the sex until about week fourteen, so this little thing is growing exceptionally… oh…”

      I twist around to look. “What?”

      Her smile grows. “I’m detecting three heartbeats.”

      “What?”

      “Careful…” she backs away as I begin to rise, “easy. Sit back, Emily.”

      I slowly do as she says. But this can’t be happening. “Triplets?” I hiss.

      “Isn’t that wonderful.”

      Triplets?

      I shake my head and swallow back the rising angst. The abortion option, although one I truly hate and would only take if I was absolutely certain the baby wasn’t my husband’s, is now completely off the table. Whilst I might, just might, conceivably, under the pain of death, possibly be able to bring myself to go through with such an awful procedure to terminate my baby, I could never ever bring myself to do it to three of my babies.

      Never.

      I grab her wrist suddenly. “This must be a mistake.”

      Her eyes widen. “Emily, I’m sorry, but I can assure you it’s not.” She’s looking at me with sympathy now that she knows I’m not one of her happy clients.

      My head lols about on its axis and I can’t bring myself to look her in the eye. “Can you…” I’m almost palpitating here, “can you tell who the…” I shake my head. “Never mind.”

      I’ve already done the research, of course, and know all about prenatal paternity testing. Andre’s gone, according to Instagram he’s opening a gym up in Alaska so obtaining a cheek swab is not really an option. Not that I can bring myself to contact him anyway. No, that’s not an option. And neither am I about to suggest to Ben that he provide me with one either. No, because it’s not like that will raise any questions either.

      But it’s all moot regardless because even if I was one hundred percent certain I was pregnant with Andre’s triplets, I could never bring myself to do anything about it anyway. Not now that I know.

      Triplets!

      There’s no getting around it but it looks like I must finally break the news to Ben.

      I’ll do it tonight.

      My amazing husband’s been so wonderful recently. Having scored a promotion at work he’s now working better hours, meaning we get to spend more time together. He’s exercising more and has even quit drinking. He deserves to be the father of these boys, but…
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        * * *

      

      We share a passionate kiss as I take him in my hand and bring him almost to the brink.

      “Um-ah, alright…” he twists away and bends me over the bed before gliding inside of me and loosing his seed. He maintains the position for a few seconds, same as usual, leans forwards to kiss me again and falls out before collapsing to the bed.

      I follow him there and wait for him to spoon.

      “You ok?” He asks.

      I rub at my belly. “Yes, um, goodnight.”

      He brings his mouth to my ear and whispers, “I love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading.

      

      At this point I have no plans for any marketing material, Facebook fan pages or email newsletters. If you like my work and would like to be informed of any future releases then the best thing to do might be to subscribe to me via the ‘Follow the Author’ button on the Amazon sales page for this book.

      

      If you’ve enjoyed this book then please feel free to write a few words in the form of a review on the page where you made the purchase.

      

      Meanwhile, please check out my other book…

      

      War Restitution: A BMWW Interracial Romance

      

      Thanks so much.

      

      Aspen Berry

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Aspen Berry

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Available Now on Amazon!
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