

Our New Neighbors
A PICKET FENCE CONFESSION
BOOK TWO


CASSIE WILDER



© 2026 Cassie Wilder. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, marriages, or homeowners' associations is coincidental.

This book contains explicit content and is intended for readers 18+. All characters are adults.

If this copy reached you some way it shouldn't have: welcome, keep it, and come get the next one properly at cassiewilderauthor.com.


Contents

1. Over the Fence
2. Housewarming
3. The Keys
4. Tell Me Everything
5. Appraisal
6. Range of Motion
7. The Swap
8. By Request
9. Sunday
10. Warmer Than You Think
Untitled
Untitled



1
Over the Fence


The first time I heard Dawn telling her husband how she wanted to be fucked, I was holding a watering can.

It was the second week of June, just after nine-thirty and still light enough for me to see the aphids feasting on my roses. I'd been out since eight doing the jobs that don't really need doing. You know, deadheading, tying in and moving the same three pots six inches to the left and then, of course, moving them back again. We'd been fifteen years in that house by then and I think I'd stopped being able to tell the difference between yard work and just staying out of the kitchen.

Pete was, as if this needs saying, inside with the baseball on. He wasn't watching it, per se. But it was on the television and he was on his phone and every so often he'd say something angrily to the players who, surprisingly, didn't answer back.

We'd been married sixteen years in September. I should be fair to him, because it's obviously very easy not to be, and especially because a lot of what follows only makes sense if you understand that Pete is not a bad man. He never was. He always remembered my mother's birthday. He did his taxes on time. And when my knee went in 2019 he carried the groceries in for four months without once making it a thing. And when I cried in the parking lot of the hospital he sat with his hand on the back of my neck.

On the other hand, he hasn't laid a finger on me since January.

I mean, that's not a complaint. Not exactly. Our sex life'd been slowing down for years, in the way I'm sure it does for everyone. It'd moved from twice a week to Saturdays to birthdays to the occasional Sunday morning where one of us started something and the other one finished it politely. By the spring we'd stopped pretending this wasn't the way things were going to be moving forward.

But, the thing is, I was forty-one and I still had a body that worked and a husband who seemed to have no interest in taking it out for a drive, as it were.

I'm a physical therapist, by the way. Musculoskeletal, and I mostly do private work nowadays. I've got a room above the optometrist's on Bridge Street with my name on a brass plate that Pete had made for my thirtieth. I've never once looked at it without feeling something warm, which I mention because it matters later, and because I'd like you on his side for a bit longer than you're probably going to be. On a good day I do eleven patients, forty minutes each, which means I've got my hands on other people for around six hours. Most of it the shoulders and knees and lower backs of men who've spent thirty years lifting things the wrong way.

You learn things, doing this job. Not secrets, exactly, but the physical grammar of things.

I can tell you within ten seconds of a man taking his shirt off whether he sleeps well. I can watch someone walk from the door to the chair and know which hip they've been favoring since a fall they haven't mentioned to me. It's not intuition, exactly. It's nineteen years of pattern and a decent eye, and it's, if I'm honest, the nearest thing I've got to being good at something nobody can see.

It is also, and I didn't know this until that summer, an extremely inconvenient skill to have when you start wanting somebody to fuck you. Because you can't unsee it. I look at a man carrying a sack of gravel across a yard and I don't get to have a vague feeling about his shoulders; I get the specific muscle, named, and the way they move under the skin, and the knowledge that he could hold me up against something and pound into me for as long as he felt like it.

Which brings me, rather wetly it must be said, to the point. Because the Hendersons had moved out in March. They'd been twenty-two years our next door neighbors, but then Ray had died in the February and Sylvia went to her daughter's in Canada and the sign went up before the daffodils. It sold in nine days. It felt like everything on our road sold in nine days that year.

They moved in at Easter. Marcus and Dawn.

He was tall and unhurried and about fifty, with the shoulders of a man who'd carried things for a living before he'd started paying other people to carry things. Dawn was my age, give or take, and a blonde going darker at the roots on purpose. She came round on the second day with a bottle of something and had no apology to offer for the noise, which I have to say, I rather liked. Everyone else on that street apologizes first and means none of it.

And then Angela came round to theirs on day three with her infamous clipboard.

Angela runs the homeowners' association, which is barely a real thing around here but she has a Facebook group with forty-one members and takes a somewhat fundamentalist position on trash cans. She stood on their step for twenty minutes with the newsletter and the yard-waste schedule and the list of who has the ladder. I watched from my landing window, which tells you something about the complexity of my Wednesdays. Dawn took the clipboard, read it properly, gave it back, and said something I couldn't hear that made Angela laugh, properly, with her head back.

Then the hot tub came, at the end of May, on a flatbed with a crane, and Angela stopped laughing.

It went over the roof of the garage on straps, in front of an audience of nine. Angela stood at the end of her drive with her arms folded and said the word "permits!" four times to four different people. Dawn came out halfway through with a tray of mugs and handed them round to the crane crew and then to Angela, who took one, because what else do you do.

"You'll all be welcome in it," Dawn said, to the street. "Not all at once. I'm not made of chlorine."

Two people laughed. I was one of them. She looked over at me and I got the top half of a smile and then she was back to the crane.

That's the whole of my acquaintance with Dawn before the June evening: a bottle of wine on day two, a smile over a crane, and nineteen sightings of her sunbathing topless in their yard from an upstairs window.

Marcus I'd spoken to twice. Once about the trash cans, which Angela had reorganized. Once in the Kroger, where he'd been buying a birthday card and asked me, with total seriousness, whether With Sympathy was too much for a man turning sixty. I laughed for too long and then drove home and sat in the car on my own driveway for a minute before going in.

I'd like to say I didn't think too much about them. But the truth was that I'd thought about them since that first Saturday, when I'd taken the recycling out and Marcus had been in their yard in a T-shirt with that sack of gravel on his shoulder, and I'd stood at my own bin with the lid up like a woman who had forgotten what bins were for.

So, all of that backstory brings us back to here. To the watering can. At nine-thirty in June. And it's still light.

Their kitchen window was open. Ours faces theirs across two fences and a strip of gravel Ray Henderson put down in 2011 to stop the cats. The sound carries across that gap better than either house has ever admitted. I'd heard the Hendersons' television for two decades. I'd heard Ray on the phone to the city about a tree.

And now I heard Dawn say: "No. Sit yourself the fuck down!"

I heard a chair move, and then Marcus saying something, and then Dawn again, but she was closer to the window now.

"Because I want to look at you first. Sit down and put your hands on your knees."

My watering can was still going. I remember that. I remember standing there with water going into a pot that was already full and running out over the lip and onto my feet.

"Good," Dawn said. "That's better. Now... Christ, look at the state of that. That's one hell of a cock."

Marcus laughed and I put the can down.

Our shed is in the far corner of the yard, behind the lilac and three feet from their fence. There were plenty of old creosote boards which were warm all day and still warm at nine-thirty. I put my back against it and felt my hand slip down the front of my gardening pants. I was already soaking.

"Wider," Dawn said. "And move your legs. I want the whole cock, not a preview."

I pushed two fingers inside me and was shocked at my own heat. Nineteen years of putting my hands on other people's bodies and I could name every structure under my fingers and not one of the names was any use because my clit was rock hard.

"That's it. Hold still and let me look at you."

"You're going to make me..."

"I'm going to make you sit there with your cock out and be looked at. Yes. That's exactly what I'm going to do."

I got my pants open properly. Three fingers, with the heel of my palm grinding on my clit, my other hand jammed over my mouth because I could already hear what I was doing.

"You're leaking," Dawn said. "Every time I say 'cock' you leak a bit more. Look. There. Filthy man."

"Say it again, see what you get."

"Cock!" One note of laughter, satisfied. "Cock. Cock. Look at the state of it. And you can stop looking at my tits like they're going to help you, because they're not. Not until I say."

My knees went and I slid down the boards onto my heels with my hand still in me and my thumb working, and I took the other hand off my mouth, and I said it out loud.

"Fuck," I whispered. "Fuck. Oh, fuck."

Sixteen years of marriage and I'd never said a word out loud to an empty room. The first one went through me like current, so I said it again.

"Fuck. Fuck. My cunt is..."

"Right. Hands off it and put them behind your back," Dawn said, eight feet away, in her own kitchen, and my fingers sped up. "I'm going to suck this cock and you're not going to touch me while I do it. Understood? Say it."

"I understand."

"Say what I'm going to do."

"You're going to suck my cock."

"Good boy."

Whatever came out of him next came out on an intake of breath, and then there was a wet sound, an actual wet sound carrying across Ray Henderson's gravel, a mouth going down on a cock, unmistakable through an open window, and my hips came up off my heels to fuck my own hand.

She kept coming off him to talk.

"God, that's a nice cock. Look at it. All wet from my mouth." A pause, and a slow filthy noise. "Say thank you."

"Thank you."

"Again."

"Thank you, Dawn. Fuck. Thank you."

"Good boy. All the way down now. There. Look at me while your cock's in my mouth, look at me, that's it..."

Then just the wet of it, and him, low, saying something over and over that I couldn't make out and didn't need to.

I fucked my hand against that shed in a yard I'd weeded that morning, forty-one years old, grass seed in my socks. My left hand had got inside my top and I had a nipple pinched between two knuckles and I was pulling on it hard enough to hurt, which was new. Three fingers in my cunt and my palm mashed flat on my clit and my mouth open on nothing.

"Cunt," I said. "Cock. My cunt. His cock. Cock in her mouth. Cock, cock, cock."

Just the nouns, over and over, into the dark.

Then Dawn, unhurried, through the window: "You'll have the neighbors hearing you."

"Let them."

"Filthy man. Filthy, filthy man. Now fuck my mouth and don't be polite about it."

I came.

It went through my thighs first and then everywhere, and it lasted long enough I had to take my hand off my cunt because I couldn't stand it, and then put it straight back because I could.

And here's the part I'd have called a lie if a patient had told me. It didn't stop. My fingers never came out and my clit was still up and Dawn was still going, and she was louder now, and filthier.

"That's it. Fuck my mouth. Harder. Harder, you can do better than that." Wet, and a gagging noise she made no effort to hide, and then her voice again, thick with it. "Now give it to me. All of it, in my mouth, don't you dare pull that cock out, don't you dare, give me every fucking drop..."

Marcus made a sound I felt in my sternum from eight feet and two fences away, and I heard her take it, and I heard her keep talking through it.

"That's it. Good. Good boy. All of it. God, look at the state of my tits."

I went again on that line. I didn't decide to. My clit was so swollen it hurt and I came a second time with my mouth open against my own shoulder and my other hand flat on the shed to hold me up, saying cock, cunt, cock into my own sleeve like a woman with a fever, and it was longer and worse and considerably better than the first one, and somewhere in the middle of it I heard Dawn laughing.

Then their back door went and a chair scraped, and the ordinary Wednesday of it, a chair, a door, did nothing to me except make the end of it harder.

Then I was a woman sitting on the ground behind a shed.

"Gem?" Pete, from the kitchen door. "Gem, the water's still running, you've flooded the... are you out there?"

"Two minutes," I called, with my fingers still inside myself.

And I said it in my normal voice, which is the part I'd rather not have found out about myself. The normal voice was just there. Sat right on top of it all, ready to go, no notice required. I took my hand out of my pants, wiped it down the leg, did my button up. Then I stood, and my legs took a second to agree to it.

So I went in. I turned the faucet off. I said the pot had got away from me and Pete said no harm done and started the coffee. Then I stood at the sink with my hands under the water and Dawn's voice going round and round in me.

Upstairs, later, he tried.

I should be careful here, because I've been unfair to Pete in my head for a year now and I don't particularly want to be unfair to him on paper as well. He didn't come at it sideways. Or rather, he'd been coming at it sideways since February, which is a different thing. There was the laptop light under the door at one in the morning. There was the tab closed too fast. There was the joke at the Fletchers' cookout that landed wrong and that he apologized for twice on the way home. He'd been leaving a trail for months and calling it discretion.

That cookout was in May. Someone's brother-in-law had told a story about a couple he knew, and the story had a swingers' club in it, and the table did what tables do. The noise. The oh God imagine. Trish Fletcher saying she'd have to be drunk and her husband saying you usually are.

And then Pete had said, into the gap, in a voice that was trying very hard to sound like it wasn't: "I don't know. I think I'd probably be quite into it."

Nobody heard it except me. Trish was already onto the next thing.

He apologized in the car twice. The first apology was for embarrassing me. The second one, at the lights on the bypass, was smaller and worse.

"I don't know why I said that," he said.

"You do," I said.

He didn't answer, and I let him not answer, and we drove home listening to a call-in show about potholes.

So it wasn't out of nowhere, is my point. Whatever else I let happen that year, I did not have it done to me by surprise.

Anyway. That night he put the phone face-down and said it.

"I want to watch you with someone else," he said. "That's it. That's the whole thing. I've wanted it for about two years and I've been too much of a coward to say it in a sentence, so. There it is. Out loud."

There's a hairline crack in our bedroom ceiling over the closet that we've been not-fixing since 2017. I gave it a good long look.

"Right," I said.

"You don't have to say anything."

"I'm not going to."

"That's fair."

"I'm not saying no," I said. "I'm saying I'm not saying anything."

He lay very still.

"Can I say one more thing," he said.

"Yes."

"It's not because I want you less."

"I know what it's not," I said. "You've been telling me what it's not since February. At some point you're going to have to tell me what it is."

He thought about that for a while. The furnace ticked. Somewhere on the other side of two fences, a back door shut and a light went off.

"Okay," he said, and rolled onto his side, and within four minutes he was asleep, because that is a thing men can do.

I was awake until two.

And I'd love to tell you that what kept me awake was the marriage, or the shock, or any of the things that would make me a more sympathetic woman than I actually am. It wasn't. What kept me awake was that he'd said someone else, and my body had answered before he'd got to the end of the phrase, and it hadn't answered someone. It had answered a voice through a kitchen window telling a man to sit down.

I got myself off again at some point after one, very quietly, on my back, eighteen inches from my sleeping husband, with my hand over my own mouth and Dawn saying give me every fucking drop on a loop behind my eyes. It took about ninety seconds, which I mention only because of what I'd told myself at the sink an hour earlier.

The next morning I was at the window at seven with a coffee I didn't want.

She came past at ten past, running, in the black leggings and a tank top, hair up, no music in her ears. She never ran with music, I'd learn that later along with everything else. And she looked at my window on the way past the way you look at a window.

And then she looked again. Properly. At me.

I could have moved. Fifteen years of being a woman on that street had given me the entire repertoire: the small wave, the mug lifted, the retreat into the room with a purpose invented at speed.

I held it.

Three seconds, maybe four, through the glass, over the rosemary in the pot by the gate. She didn't smile and I didn't smile. She ran on.

And I stood there with the coffee going cold and the whole of my working day ahead of me and I understood, with the same flat certainty I use for reading an X-ray, that I'd just started something. That I had started it. Not her, and not Pete.

Then I took a shower, put my hair up, drove to the clinic and treated eleven people. A frozen shoulder, two knees, a plantar fascia, and a man of seventy-six who wanted to get back to his bowling league and would. I was good that day. I'm always good. It's the one thing that never wobbles, which I only mention because almost nothing else that year didn't.

At four o'clock I got a cancellation.

I locked the door of my own treatment room, which I've never done before or since for that reason, and I sat down in the chair I write my notes in with my skirt up round my hips and my panties pulled to one side, and I put two fingers in my cunt and thought about the noise a cock makes going into a woman's mouth when you're the wrong side of a fence and can't see a thing.

It took less time than the paperwork would have. Give me every fucking drop. That was all it took, that line, in her voice, and my thumb on my clit, and I came with my heels up on the edge of the chair and my free hand clamped over my mouth, in a room that smells of liniment and has my name on the door.

Afterwards I sat there with my panties soaked through and my heart going and looked at the treatment table where I put other people's bodies, and thought, in the flat voice I use for reading an X-ray: well. That's new.

Then I called Mrs. Prentice in, and put my hands on her shoulder, and did not think about the shed once, which I'd like credit for.


2
Housewarming


The invitation came on the Friday, which gave me forty-eight hours to think about it, which was, I'm fairly certain, the entire point.

It wasn't a card or anything. Dawn had got my number off the HOA group, obviously, the same group Angela uses to tell us all about coyotes. It said: Dinner Sunday, 7:30. Both of you. Bring the wine you're actually proud of, not the one you keep for guests. D.

I read it about nine times. I read it in the car outside the clinic with the engine off. And there's no version of the next year that makes sense if I pretend otherwise, so: I knew. Not the details. But I knew the way you know a storm's coming, which is to say from a change in pressure and not from any evidence you could show anybody.

I showed Pete after dinner. He read it twice and put the phone down on the counter the way you'd put down a full glass.

"That's nice," he said.

"Mm."

"That's just... that's a neighbor thing. That's neighbors."

"I didn't say it wasn't."

"No, I know." He picked up a dish towel and did nothing with it. "I'm just saying it out loud."

I've thought a great deal since about that moment, and what I keep coming back to is that we both knew and we both let the other one pretend, and that this is, more or less, the whole architecture of a long marriage. Anyway. Sunday.

I changed three times, which I'd like to blame on the heat. The first was the green dress, which is the one I wear to weddings and which does me no favors at all in a warm house. The second was jeans and a nice top, which is what you wear when you want to look like you haven't thought about it, which of course tells everyone you've thought about it. The third was a navy wrap dress that I've owned for six years and that Pete has never once commented on, and underneath it I put on the good black bra and a pair of black cotton panties that weren't the good ones but were, and this is the part I'd rather not admit, chosen on the basis that they would look fine if anybody saw them.

I looked at myself in the mirror on the landing for a while.

Forty-one. Thirty pounds heavier than the wedding photos and, in my professional opinion, in considerably better shape than most of the women who come to me at forty-one, because I know what a body needs and I'm not lazy about it. Good arms. Decent legs. Breasts that have started their slow negotiation with gravity but haven't conceded much. A stomach I've made my peace with. A face I've mostly stopped auditing.

And underneath all of that inventory, running like a tap I couldn't find, one flat and unembarrassed thought: I want somebody to fuck me. Not Pete. Not, if I'm being precise about it, Marcus particularly. Somebody. Anybody who would look at me the way you look at something you intend to use.

Then I put my earrings in and went downstairs and said the traffic on Route 9 would be fine at this hour, which is a thing I said out loud to a man I was about to walk sixty feet with.

Their kitchen is our kitchen mirrored, which is disorienting for about ten minutes and then just sad, because theirs had been done and ours hadn't. Marcus opened the door in a shirt with the sleeves rolled and said something warm about the wine and shook Pete's hand for slightly too long, and I stood in the hall of the house I'd been listening to through a fence and felt my whole body go quietly to attention.

Dawn came out of the kitchen with a dish towel over her shoulder and kissed me on the cheek and said, "There she is," which isn't a thing you say to a woman you've met twice.

Dinner was good. That's an annoying detail but it's true. Chicken with a lot of lemon in it, and roast potatoes, and a salad that had actual work in it. Marcus talked about the house, the wiring, the well that isn't a well anymore. Pete talked about work, at length, in the way he does when he's frightened. Dawn asked questions.

She's very good at questions. I noticed it about twenty minutes in and then couldn't stop noticing it. She'd ask something small and open and then simply wait, and Pete, who had two glasses in him by then, filled every silence she left with more of himself than he meant to.

How long had we been married. Sixteen years.

Any kids. No, and no, and it's fine, honestly, we made our peace with it.

What do you two do for fun.

And there was a gap there. It went on too long, and Pete laughed at it, and Dawn didn't.

"Sorry," she said. "That came out like a survey. I'll try again. Pete, what's the thing you want that you've decided you're not allowed to have?"

I put my fork down.

You have to understand that no one had ever asked either of us anything like that. Fifteen years on that street and the deepest question I'd fielded at a dinner table was whether we were going to do anything with the yard.

Pete went red from the collar up.

"That's a hell of a question," he said.

"It is. You can tell me it's none of my business and I'll ask Marcus about the well again."

"No, it's..." He looked at his plate. He looked at me. And then he said it, to Dawn, in the voice of a man walking into cold water on purpose. "I want to watch my wife with somebody else."

Marcus didn't move. Dawn didn't move. Somewhere behind me a fridge hummed.

"Right," Dawn said. "Thank you. That took something, and I'm not going to make it weird." She reached over and topped up his glass, which was, I realized later, the single most effective thing she could have done. "How long?"

"Couple of years."

"Have you done anything about it?"

"No."

"Have you asked her?"

"Four days ago."

"And what did she say?"

"She said she wasn't saying anything."

Dawn turned her head and looked at me for the first time in about ten minutes, and I understood that the entire conversation had been a route to this and that Pete had been the road.

"And what do you want?" she said. "Because he's had two years and four days and a glass and a half of your good wine, and nobody in this house has asked you yet. So. What do you want, Gemma?"

Here's what I'd like to tell you I said. I'd like to tell you I said something graceful about my marriage, or something clever that bought me time, or that I laughed and asked whether anyone wanted more potatoes.

What I actually said, in my own kitchen voice, to a woman I'd met twice, was:

"I want to be fucked properly. And I'd quite like to stop pretending I don't."

Marcus put his glass down.

"Well," Dawn said. "Good."

I heard Pete breathe out beside me. I didn't look at him. The not-looking is the bit that stayed with me. It was the first thing I ever took from him, and it was small, and I took it anyway.

"Right." Dawn stacked two plates and didn't stand up. "And before anybody says it, this isn't a housewarming. We've been here since Easter. It's a dinner." She put the plates down again. "Then we're going to do this properly, because I've watched people do it badly and it's grim. Marcus, get the tiramisu. I'm going to talk."

What followed was, and I mean this, a meeting.

She went through it like a woman reading out minutes. Nothing happens twice until it's been talked about once. Nobody is ever told a thing has been agreed when they weren't in the room. Anyone can stop anything at any point and the word is actually, because it's a word a person can say in a suburban living room without feeling like they're in a film, and because everybody says it by accident anyway, which is fine, we'll just stop and check.

"Tonight," she said, "if there's a tonight, is hands. That's it. Hands, and I'll say where they go. Nothing comes off past the waist, nobody's mouth goes anywhere, and nobody's cock comes out of anybody's pants."

"Hands," Pete said.

"Hands. And you sit in that chair and you keep both of yours on the arms of it. You don't touch her and you don't touch yourself." She paused. "You do talk, though."

"Talk."

"You're going to tell me what you're looking at. Out loud, in the actual words, whenever I ask. You wanted to watch your wife. Watching is a thing you do with your mouth open, in my experience, so we'll have it open." She topped up his glass again. "It's less fun than the internet has told you it is, and you should find that out cheaply."

Pete said, "Okay," in a voice that had lost about eight years.

"Gemma." She looked at me properly then, no charm on it at all, and this is the moment I'd point at if you asked me when it actually happened. "You've got the only vote that counts tonight, because you're the one who hasn't had two years to think. If you want to eat the tiramisu, go home and never mention it, that's a completely respectable evening. I'll still bring your dish back."

"And if I don't want that?"

"Then I'll tell you where to stand."

I did think about it. I sat in a mirrored kitchen with a spoon in my hand. I thought about the mortgage, the street, Angela's Facebook group, my mother. Then I thought about a shed and a fence and my own hand. The whole deliberation took about the length of one breath.

"Tell me where to stand," I said.

They didn't move us into the living room. That's the thing I hadn't expected. I'd assumed there'd be a threshold, a corridor, some ceremony of relocation. Dawn just pushed her chair back from the table, pointed at the space between the island and the fridge, and said, "There. Pete, that chair. Marcus, wash your hands."

He washed his hands. At the sink. Thoroughly, with the soap, both hands, up past the wrist. I stood in the spot I'd been given with my heart going like a bird and watched a fifty-year-old man dry his hands on a dish towel, and my panties were already ruined.

"Right," Dawn said, and folded her arms, and leaned on the counter about four feet away. "Marcus, behind her. Don't touch her yet. Gemma, hands anywhere you like except on him, because he hasn't earned your hands. And I'll be talking. I talk. If it puts you off, say so now."

"It won't put me off," I said.

"No," she said. "I didn't think it would."

He came and stood behind me and I could feel the heat off him before there was any contact at all. He smelled of lemon and soap and, underneath that, of a man.

"Hand on her stomach. Flat, over the dress, and leave it there." She tipped her head. "Gemma, look at me, not at him. How wet are you?"

"What?"

"It's not a trick question. He's got one hand on you through a dress and I want to know what your cunt's doing, because he can't ask and I can."

"Soaking," I said. "I've been soaking since the potatoes."

Marcus laughed once, low, right behind my ear, and I felt it go all the way down into my cunt.

"There we are." Dawn didn't smile. "Hear that, Pete? Your wife's been sat at my table for two hours with a wet cunt and she passed you the salad. Marcus, other hand, on her tits. Over the dress. Both of them, and take your time, you're not looking for your keys."

His palms came up and closed over my breasts through the wrap dress and the good black bra, and my nipples went so hard so fast it hurt.

"Say what he's doing," Dawn said.

"He's got his hands on my tits."

"Louder. Say it for the room."

"He's got both hands on my tits and I want him to fuck me on this floor."

"Yes, you do." She hadn't moved. "You're not going to. Tonight your cunt's staying exactly where it is and everybody's cock is staying where it is, and the only thing anybody's getting is words and four fingers, and you're going to find out that's plenty. Marcus. Under the dress. Up the thighs, slowly, and when you get to her panties you can put two fingers flat on her cunt and hold them there. Still. I mean still."

His hands went under the hem. Big, dry, unhurried, up the outsides of my thighs, and every muscle I have a name for gave up in sequence. Then two fingers found the soaked patch in my panties and pressed, and stopped, exactly as instructed, doing nothing at all.

The noise I made was not one I have ever made in front of another human being.

"That's the noise," Dawn said, and her voice had dropped, and for the first time all evening her arms weren't folded. "Pete, her face, not his hands. Marcus, don't you dare move those fingers off her cunt."

"Please," I said.

"No. You get words tonight. Pete. What are you looking at?"

There was a silence from the chair that went on a while.

"Her legs," Pete said.

"Try again. The actual words."

"His hand on my wife's cunt. Through her panties. She's soaking them."

"Better." She came off the counter and stood close enough that I could smell her perfume over his soap. "Now. Here's what you're not having, Gemma. You're not having his fingers in your cunt. Two of them, right up in you, his thumb working your clit, and you'd come on his hand in about a minute flat because you're that far gone. It's in your mouth. I can see it."

"Dawn..."

"You're not having his cock either, and that's the real shame, because I've had that cock for nineteen years and it is a very good cock and your cunt would take it beautifully."

"Christ."

"You're not getting bent over that island. You're not getting your dress up round your tits and his cock in your cunt from behind. You're not getting him on his knees with his tongue on your clit for half an hour, which is what he's good at and what he's thinking about right now, aren't you."

"Yes," Marcus said.

"You're not getting his cum on your tits or in your cunt or anywhere else. Not tonight. Pete. What are you looking at now?"

"Her cunt," Pete said. "Her cunt on his fingers. She's grinding on his hand."

"And her face?"

"She's..." My husband's voice came apart in the middle. "She's about to come and he hasn't moved his hand once."

"There we are. He can be taught." Dawn hadn't moved. "Gemma. Say what you want, all of it, as filthy as you can manage, because you're not getting one bit of it and I want every word said out loud in my kitchen."

So I said it, to a man whose face I hadn't once looked at, with my husband four feet away and his palms flat on the arms of a chair.

"I want his fingers in my cunt. Now. Both of them, and his thumb on my clit, and I want to come standing up in this kitchen with my dress round my waist. And then I want him to bend me over that island and fuck me. Properly. I want his cock in me until I can't stand up. I don't care who's watching. I've thought about his cock every day since he carried that gravel across the yard and I've come thinking about it twice this week and once was in my own office."

"Good girl," Dawn said softly.

"Now you, Marcus. Tell her what she's not having."

"I'm going to fuck you," he said, into my hair. "Not tonight." A pause. "But my wife's going to sit right where she is and watch your cunt take my cock."

I pushed back onto his hand. I couldn't not. I ground my cunt down onto two motionless fingers with my dress up round my hips in my neighbors' kitchen, soaking cotton onto a stranger's knuckles, and I said "fuck, fuck, please, fuck" into the air in front of me, and I was ninety seconds off going like a firework, and I knew it, and Dawn knew it, because Dawn was watching my face and not my cunt and Dawn misses nothing.

"Stop," she said.

Marcus's hands came off me instantly. Both of them. He stepped back and the cold rushed in where he'd been and I actually said "no," out loud, which I hear in my head to this day.

"I know," Dawn said. "I know. Pull your dress down, love."

"Dawn..."

"That's the free sample." She picked up her wine and drank some. "Go home."

I stood there with my dress halfway down my thighs and my heart trying to get out and Marcus four feet away with his hands at his sides, breathing hard, not looking away from me. Pete was still in the chair. Both palms flat on the arms, exactly as instructed, his face the color of the wine.

"You're serious," I said.

"Completely." She put the glass down. "Two reasons, and then I'll get your dish. One: we agreed hands, and where they went, and if I let it run tonight because everybody was enjoying themselves then nothing I said at that table means anything and you'd be right not to trust me in three weeks. Two." She held my eye. "You'll drive home wanting it. You'll go to bed wanting it. You'll be at work on Tuesday wanting it. And then you'll decide it, with your whole head, instead of it deciding itself while my husband's got two fingers up you. I want it the first way."

"That's an extremely organized kind of cruel," I said.

"Yes," she agreed. "I'll email you the terms tomorrow so you've got them in writing and you can change any of them. All of them, if you want."

She got my dish. She washed it first.

At the door Marcus shook Pete's hand again and said the wine had been good, which it had. Dawn hugged me and said, into my ear, in an entirely different voice from the one she'd used all night, "The water's warmer than you think. When you're ready."

Then we were on our own driveway forty seconds later, because that's the whole distance, and it felt absurd, like coming out of an operating room into a parking lot.

Pete didn't start the car, obviously. We'd walked. But he stopped on our own path, under our own porch light, with the empty dish in his hands, and I saw that his hands were shaking hard enough that the dish was tapping against his wedding ring, a small dry click, over and over.

"Gem," he said.

"Don't."

"I only wanted to say..."

"Pete. Don't say anything tonight. Please."

And he didn't, and we went in, and he went up first, and I stood in our own unrenovated kitchen with my back against the counter for about twenty minutes, in the dark, with my dress still on and my panties still wet and Dawn's voice saying that's the free sample on a loop.

I didn't touch myself. I want that on the record too, because it was the first genuinely deliberate thing I did that year, and because she was right, which was the most annoying part of the entire evening.

The email came at 9:14 the next morning, while I had my hands on a man's rotator cuff. Subject line: Terms. Change anything.

It was four hundred words long and it was numbered, and I read it in the eight minutes between Mr. Vasquez and a knee, sitting in the same chair I'd locked the door for on Thursday.

Some of it was what you'd expect. Nothing agreed without everyone present. Actually stops everything, no explanation owed, no sulking afterwards, by anyone. Nobody discusses any of this with anybody on that street, ever, and that includes as a joke.

Some of it was not what I'd expected at all.

4. Pete gets told what happened. He does not get to choose what happens. Those are different and he will try to blur them.

7. If you want something, ask for it in words, using the actual nouns. I am not a mind reader and neither is my husband, and the two of you have clearly spent sixteen years communicating by implication, which is how you got here.

9. Weekday daylight: yes. I work Tuesdays and Thursdays. Marcus doesn't.

I read number nine about four times.

Then I put the phone face-down on my desk, and read item nine one more time before I did, and went in to a knee.


3
The Keys


I'd like to be able to tell you there was a plan.

There wasn't a plan, exactly. What there was, over the two days between Dawn's email and the Tuesday, was something going on behind my own back. Some part of me, and I'm not a stupid woman, which is the annoying bit, put together a reason to be at a particular house at a particular hour and then handed it to the rest of me as a coincidence.

The reason was the keys.

We'd had them since the third week. It's what people on that street do, or did, back when the Hendersons were alive and the whole arrangement felt like a neighborhood rather than fourteen households with the same mailbox. Dawn had handed them over in a sandwich bag with a Post-it on it and said, "Packages. I'm not driving to the depot again, I've been twice."

So there were keys, and there was a package. There was, in fact, a genuine package, which had arrived on the Monday and which I'd genuinely signed for. That's the part I keep hold of when I'm being unkind to myself. The package was real. That's the only bit of that Tuesday I didn't arrange.

I was no good at work on the Monday, which almost never happens to me and which I resented.

I had a woman in at eleven with a genuinely interesting shoulder, a frozen capsule about four months in, which I'd normally enjoy in a way that probably says something about me. I stood there with my hands on her and my mind eight hundred yards away in a kitchen. I had to ask her twice where the pain went, and the second time she gave me a look. Nothing rude. Just the look you give a professional who has drifted.

I apologized and blamed the heat.

Then at lunch I sat in my car in the lot behind the optometrist's with a sandwich I didn't eat and read the terms email for what I'd estimate was the ninth time. It wasn't deliberating, whatever I told myself. Deliberating is what I told myself I was doing. What I was actually doing was rehearsing, which is a completely different activity and which I'd have spotted instantly in a patient.

I also, and this is the part I find hardest to put down, took a photograph of item nine.

Not of the whole email. Just that line, screenshotted and saved into my photos, in among six hundred pictures of other people's knees and a dog I looked after in 2021. I don't have a defensible reason for it. I've gone back and forth on why for a long time and the closest I can get is that I wanted it somewhere it couldn't be unsent.

Pete cooked that night. He does a chili on Mondays and it's genuinely good. He'd got the nice bread. He talked about a man at his work called Devan who's having a difficult divorce. He didn't once mention Sunday. I watched him not mention it for an hour and a half.

At about ten he said, "You'd tell me. If you were thinking about it."

"Yes," I said.

"Okay." He put the plates in. "That's all I wanted."

Monday night I didn't sleep much. I lay next to my husband and thought about a kitchen, about two fingers not moving, about a woman saying that's the free sample in the tone you'd use to close a meeting. Somewhere around one I got up and read the terms email again in the bathroom with the door shut and the lid down, scrolling with my thumb. I stopped, as I had all day, at number nine.

Weekday daylight: yes. I work Tuesdays and Thursdays. Marcus doesn't.

That's not an invitation. I want to be fair to Dawn here, because she's the most honest person in this entire story and it costs me something to say so. That line is not an invitation. It's a schedule. She put a schedule in front of me and let me be the one who read it.

Pete was strange at breakfast. He'd been strange since Sunday, in a way I recognized from about eleven years earlier when he was waiting to hear about the promotion, which is to say helpful. He made coffee I hadn't asked for. He asked twice whether I was okay and then said sorry for asking twice.

"Have you replied to it?" he said, finally, at the door with his bag on his shoulder.

"Not yet."

"Are you going to?"

"Pete."

"I'm not pushing. I want to be clear that I'm not pushing." He shifted the bag. "It's just that I'm going to be at my desk all day and I'm going to be thinking about it, and I'd rather know than not know."

And I looked at my husband of sixteen years, who had been kind to me for most of them, and I said:

"There's nothing to know."

That was the first one. I want to be precise about this because a great deal of what came later runs directly out of it. It wasn't a big lie. It was barely a lie at all at nine in the morning, since nothing had happened yet and I hadn't, in any sentence I'd said out loud to myself, decided that anything would. But it was the first time I chose not to hand him something. I noticed myself doing it and I did it anyway. Then I stood at the window and watched him back down the driveway.

I had patients until twelve-thirty, in theory. In practice I had a cancellation at ten, which I do still think about, because if Mrs. Okonjo's daughter hadn't had a school thing I might be a different woman today. Probably not. But there's a version of that Tuesday where I'm strapping an ankle at ten-forty and everything after it's different, and I do think about her occasionally, and I've never mentioned it, obviously.

So at twenty past ten I drove home, which takes twelve minutes, and I did not go into my own house.

I went upstairs first, actually, that's a lie. I went in. I went upstairs and changed out of the clinic pants into a skirt. I took my hair down and put it back up again, and then I stood in front of the mirror on the landing for the second time in three days and looked at a forty-one-year-old woman in the middle of a Tuesday morning holding somebody else's package.

Then I went next door.

He answered on the second knock. Jeans, no shoes, reading glasses pushed up into his hair, holding a pencil, and he looked at me on his step at ten-forty in the morning and understood everything immediately, which I'll always be grateful for, because I had exactly one sentence in me and no ability at all to explain it.

"Your package came," I said.

"Right."

I put it on the hall table. Then I turned round and took hold of his belt buckle with my whole hand, the way you'd take hold of a handle, and I said the sentence.

"I've thought about your mouth since Sunday. I've got until twelve-thirty. Please."

He didn't say anything for a second. He looked at my hand on his belt, and then at my face, and I watched a very calm man decide something.

"Kitchen," he said, and shut the front door.

Their kitchen is my kitchen mirrored, which is a filthy thing all on its own. He got my skirt up and my panties off in one movement, without hurrying and without asking, and then stopped and looked at me.

"Say what you want," he said. "She's right about that bit. Use the nouns."

"I want your mouth on my cunt."

"Say it again."

"Put your mouth on my cunt. Here. On the counter. Now."

He lifted me onto it like I weighed nothing, which nobody has done since I was twenty-six, and opened my knees and looked.

"Christ. Look at that cunt."

"Marcus."

"Wet through. You walked round here like that."

"I walked round here like that. Please."

Then his mouth was on my cunt and he was slow, which I hadn't been braced for. Flat of the tongue, all the way up over my clit and back down, and again, exactly the same, until my heels came up onto the counter on their own.

"Fuck. Oh fuck. Your tongue. Don't change it, don't you dare change it..."

He hummed against my clit and didn't change it.

"Two fingers. In my cunt. Two, and keep your mouth on my clit."

He put two fingers in my cunt and curled them and kept his mouth where it was.

"Yes. Fuck. Like that." I had a fistful of his hair. "Say what you've got."

"Two fingers in your cunt," he said, into me, "and your clit in my mouth."

"Again."

"Your cunt's soaking my hand. My whole hand."

"Fuck, Marcus..."

"Three."

"Three, then. Three fingers in my cunt, do it..." He did it, and I lost the end of the sentence and got it back. "Oh fuck. Oh fuck, that's my whole cunt full, that's..."

"You've got a beautiful cunt and I'm going to make you come on my face."

"Do it. Suck my clit. Suck it, don't stop, I'm going to come on your mouth, I'm going to come all over your fucking face, don't stop, don't..."

Which is when I heard the front door.

I should have stopped. Stopping did occur to me, in the abstract, as an available option, and what I actually did was put my other hand on the back of his head.

Dawn came as far as the doorway and stopped, blazer over her arm, keys in her hand, and looked at her husband on his knees with his face in a neighbor's cunt.

"Don't stop," she said. "Either of you."

"Dawn..."

"You were about to come on his mouth. So come on his mouth." She dropped the blazer. "Marcus, three fingers. She'll take three. Tongue flat on her clit and leave it there, don't chase it."

"Fuck. Oh fuck, Dawn..."

"Yes. Loud as you like, this cunt's had a long wait." She still hadn't moved off the frame. "Look at me while you come on my husband's face."

I looked at her.

I came on his mouth.

I said fuck half a dozen times in a voice I'd never used in daylight, with one hand flat on his head and the other gripping the edge of a stranger's counter, and he stayed exactly where he was and worked my cunt through all of it and out the other side, slower and slower, until I flinched and pushed his forehead off.

He sat back and wiped his mouth on his thumb.

"Your turn," I said.

"You don't have to."

"I've wanted your cock in my mouth since the Kroger. Sit down."

He sat down. I got onto their tile floor on my knees in a skirt, forty-one and married and on my knees on a Tuesday morning, and got his belt open and his jeans open and pulled his cock out, and it was, as advertised, a very good cock.

"That is a very good cock," I said.

"Put it in your mouth."

So I put his cock in my mouth. I was out of practice and I did not care. I took him as far as I could and gagged. Came off him with my eyes streaming and said sorry. He said "don't be, take it slower," so I took it slower. After a minute it came back the way it does. One hand round the base of his cock and my tongue doing the thing I used to do at twenty-four, before I decided I was a woman who didn't.

"Christ. Look at you. Look at my cock going into your mouth."

I looked up at him and kept sucking, and he had a fistful of my hair and was saying my name in a low steady voice like a man counting.

"Well," Dawn said, from the doorway, where she had not moved. "That was worth coming home for."

I made a noise around his cock. I didn't come off it.

"No, don't stop on my account. God, look at the state of the pair of you." She put the car keys down on the counter I'd just come on. "Gemma, hand under his balls. He likes it and he'll never ask."

I got my hand under his balls.

"There. Look at her go. Look at your cock going into that mouth. You've done this before, haven't you."

I came off him long enough to say, "Not for about twelve years," and went straight back down.

"Twelve years. Twelve years, and you suck cock like that. What a criminal waste of a mouth." Her keys were still in her hand. She stood in her own doorway eight feet away and ran the entire room without touching one thing in it. "Marcus. Are you close?"

"Yes."

"Then tell her where you want it. In words, like a grown man."

"In your mouth," he said, to the top of my head. "I want to come in your mouth."

"You can do better than that. Look at her, she wants it filthy."

"I want to come in your mouth. I want you to swallow my cum and then open up and show me you've swallowed it."

I nearly went off again on nothing at all. I made a sound around his cock that was meant to be yes.

"That's a yes," Dawn said. "Go on then. Both hands in her hair and fuck her mouth. She can take it, she's been polite for sixteen years."

He put both hands in my hair and fucked my mouth, not hard, but not politely either, and I let him, and I kept my eyes up on him because that seemed important, and Dawn stood in her own doorway with her car keys and watched her husband's cock go in and out of a neighbor's mouth on a Tuesday morning.

"That's it. That's it. Give her your cum. All of it, in her mouth, don't you dare pull out."

He said "fuck" once, quietly, and came, and I swallowed it.

Then, because I'd been told to, I opened my mouth and showed him, and Dawn said, "Good girl," from the doorway in a voice that went through me like a dropped plate.

Then it was extremely quiet in that kitchen.

Marcus put a hand on the side of my face, briefly, and said, "Are you all right?" which almost undid me more than the rest of it had. I said I was. He did his jeans up. I got up off the floor and pulled my skirt down and found my panties on the far side of the island, and there's no dignified way to do that in front of two people, so I didn't try, which I recommend.

Dawn finally came off the doorframe.

She got a glass down, filled it at the faucet and handed it to me. Then she leaned back against the counter I'd come on, folded her arms, and looked at me while I drank it.

"That wasn't in the terms," I said.

"It was in nine."

"Nine's a schedule."

"Nine is a schedule that I wrote and sent you, on purpose, on Monday morning." She took the glass back. "Don't be ashamed of reading it. I'd have been disappointed if you hadn't."

"You came home."

"I had a gap at eleven." She said it perfectly flatly. "And I thought there was a fair chance my husband was about to get a very nice Tuesday, and I wasn't going to miss the start of this, and I wasn't going to miss the start of it. You only get one start. I like to be in the room."

"You didn't come in."

She looked at me for a moment.

"No," she said. "I didn't."

And that's all she said about it, then or for a long time afterwards, and I filed it, because filing things is what I do, and it took me until the end of the summer to understand what I'd filed.

Marcus started the coffee, and the ordinariness of that, a man in his socks filling a pot for two women in a kitchen where one of them had just come on the counter, was the strangest part of the entire morning. Nobody was embarrassed. I kept waiting for the embarrassment to arrive, the way you wait for a bill.

"Can I ask you something," I said.

"You can ask me anything. That's more or less the whole point of me."

"Was this what you wanted? On Sunday. Was this the plan?"

Dawn considered it properly, which I appreciated.

"I wanted you to decide something," she said. "I didn't mind which. If you'd emailed back on Monday and said no thank you, I'd have brought your dish round and we'd have been perfectly good neighbors for twenty years and I'd have thought about you occasionally in a way I wouldn't have mentioned." She took a mug from Marcus without looking at him. "But no. I'm not going to pretend. I put nine in there on purpose and I put it near the end so you'd have to read the whole thing to find it."

"That's manipulative."

"It's absolutely manipulative," she agreed. "It's also written down, in an email, that you can forward to anybody you like. That's the deal I'm offering. I'll be as manipulative as I am and I'll do it in writing."

I laughed. I was standing in a stranger's kitchen with somebody else's husband's cum in my stomach and my panties in my hand. I laughed properly, for about ten seconds. Marcus smiled into his coffee.

"Before you go," Dawn said, "take your clothes off and get in the tub."

I looked at her.

"It's twenty past twelve and I've got a one o'clock."

"It's a hot tub, not a commitment." She was already walking to the back door. "Ten minutes. You've got another man's spit all over you and you're about to go and put your hands on Mrs. Ramirez."

So I went out into their yard in the middle of a Tuesday in June and took my clothes off in the daylight, all of them, in front of two people I'd known since Easter, and got into the water.

It was ridiculous. It was also the single most naked I've ever felt, including the kitchen, including everything that came after, because the kitchen had been fast and this was slow and there was nothing at all to do with my hands.

Dawn sat on the edge fully dressed, shoes off, feet in, blazer folded on the chair. Marcus stayed inside. That was deliberate; I understood it even then.

"Right," she said. "Head back. Let it get at your shoulders."

I put my head back.

"Now. Was that what you wanted?"

"Yes."

"Say which bit."

"His mouth," I said, to the sky. "Fifteen years of getting the shoulder-tap and then a man on his knees before lunchtime who wasn't in a hurry about my cunt."

"He isn't. He's never once been in a hurry about anything, it's infuriating in a kitchen renovation and it's the best thing about him in a bedroom." She dropped one hand into the water and moved it about, idly, nowhere near me. "And the other bit?"

"Which other bit?"

"You know which."

I did know which.

"You in the doorway," I said.

"Mm."

"You didn't come in."

"No."

"Are you going to tell me why?"

"Not today." She said it perfectly pleasantly. "Put your arms up on the side, you're holding them like you're in a job interview."

I put my arms up on the side. My tits came half out of the water and she looked at them the way you'd look at a delivery you'd been expecting, and then she looked back at my face, and neither of us said anything for a bit, and the jets went on and off on their timer.

"You'll be in here again," she said eventually. "In the dark, with more people in it, and you'll have a better time than you're having now. I'm telling you in advance so you can decide about it early."

"That's not a small thing to say to a woman in your hot tub."

"No," she agreed. "But you're a very good listener when you've come twice and you've got no clothes on, and I've stopped wasting the opportunity."

Then she got up and got me a towel, and held it open, and turned her face away while I got out, which after the morning I'd had struck me as the strangest courtesy anybody had ever done me.

"You'll want to be getting back," she said. "You've got a one o'clock."

"How do you know I've got a one o'clock?"

"You said twelve-thirty at the door. Nobody says twelve-thirty unless there's a one."

At the door she said, "Bring your calendar next time."

"My calendar."

"Your actual calendar, the one at the clinic with the appointments in it. If we're doing this we're doing it properly and I'm not having you inventing packages for six weeks. It's undignified and you'll get caught."

"I didn't invent the package."

"I know you didn't," she said. "That's why I'm saying it now, while it's still true."

I walked home. It takes forty seconds. I stood on my own step for a good deal longer than that with the sun on the back of my neck and my mouth still tasting of him, and I found that I was doing arithmetic. Not about time, or about the marriage, or about anything a better woman would have been doing arithmetic about. I was working out what to say.

And here's what I settled on, standing on my own doormat at twenty to one on a Tuesday: nothing.

Pete would come home at six. He'd put his bag on the chair and he'd look at me the way he'd looked at me for three days, which was the look of a man waiting for a delivery. And he'd ask, or he'd do the not-quite-asking, which is worse, and the honest answer was available and I could say it in one sentence. I went round there and he made me come on the counter and then I sucked him off in front of his wife.

He would have loved it. That's the thing. He'd have gone up those stairs like a boy on Christmas Eve.

And I stood there and understood, that I did not want to give it to him. Not out of cruelty. Not even, if I'm honest, out of anger, because I wasn't angry with him yet, that came later and it came from somewhere else. I didn't want to give it to him because the second I put it into words in his kitchen it would stop being mine and start being his, and it was the first thing in about nine years that had been mine.

So I went in and put a wash on.

At three-thirty I typed him a text. Nothing to report. Love you. I looked at it for a while with my thumb over the arrow, in a quiet house, with my hair still down.

Then I deleted it and put the phone on the counter face-down, because he hadn't asked yet, and there's a difference between lying to your husband and simply not sending him a message, and I intended to hold onto that difference for as long as it would take my weight, which turned out to be about a day and a half.


4
Tell Me Everything


Dawn texted my husband on the Wednesday morning.

I didn't know for about nine hours. He didn't tell me at lunchtime, or on the drive back from wherever he'd been, or when he came in and put his bag on the chair. He waited until we'd eaten and cleared, and until he'd loaded the dishwasher in the wrong order the way he always does. Then he stood at the counter with a dish towel in his hands and said, "Dawn messaged me."

I've thought about that nine hours quite a lot.

"Right," I said.

"This morning. At about eight."

"What did it say?"

He got the phone out and put it on the counter between us and turned it round to face me, and I read it upside down first, because that's how it was lying, and then he pushed it across.

Your wife has excellent manners. D.

That was all of it. Six words and an initial, sent at 8.02 on a Wednesday morning to a man on a train.

What happened in my chest wasn't one thing. There was the drop, obviously. That going-down-in-an-elevator thing you get when somebody who's better at this than you are lets you know they've noticed. There was a flare of pure fury at Dawn, which lasted about four seconds and which I've never entirely got over. And underneath both of those, arriving late and unwelcome and absolutely unmistakable, there was heat. She had reached into my marriage from her own kitchen and put her hand on the back of my neck, and I was standing in my own house getting wet about it.

"I don't know what it means," Pete said.

He did know what it meant.

"Pete."

"I mean I could think of about four things it might mean and I've been thinking about all four of them since Kingston." He was folding the dish towel into smaller and smaller squares. "I nearly called you. Twice. I got as far as the button."

"Why didn't you?"

"Because I thought if I heard your voice I'd ask. And I wasn't supposed to ask."

"We never agreed that."

"No," he said. "We didn't. I've been treating it like we did."

And this is where I could have told him. I want to be clear, because I've been over the sequence often enough to know exactly where the doors were. He'd opened it as wide as it goes. He'd handed me the phone. He'd stood there with a dish towel and told me he'd nearly called and hadn't. Any decent woman would have said I went round there on Tuesday morning and I sucked him off in his kitchen while his wife watched from the doorway, and it would have taken nine seconds, and he'd have gone up those stairs like a boy on Christmas Eve.

What I said was: "I went round with the package."

"Okay."

"Marcus was in."

"Okay."

"And something happened. Not everything. Something."

He put the towel down.

"Do you want to tell me?" he said.

"Not tonight."

He nodded and swallowed it and said "Okay" for the third time. Then he turned back to the sink, and I watched my husband's shoulders and understood that I'd just done something to him that was considerably worse than the thing I'd actually done.

I texted Dawn from the downstairs bathroom at nine-thirty.

You told him.

She replied in about four seconds, which suggested she'd been waiting.

I told him you have nice manners. I didn't tell him anything. Read it again.

He knows.

Of course he knows. He's known since he came home from that dinner. Number four. He gets told what happened. He does not get to choose what happens. I'd put money on him having been told nothing at all, which is not what we agreed and is a much meaner arrangement than the one I offered you.

I sat on the closed lid of my own toilet and read that about four times.

You could have asked me first.

Yes, she wrote. I could have. I decided not to, because you'd have said not yet, and you'd have gone on saying not yet, and I've watched a marriage go over that particular cliff before and I'm not doing it again in a house I can see from my kitchen.

Then, thirty seconds later:

Thursday, if you still want to. He's got no plans. Bring the calendar.

I did not reply until the following morning, and when I did I wrote one word, and the word was yes, and I typed it standing up in the clinic hallway between a shoulder and a hip, and my hands were completely steady.

Pete came to bed at eleven that Wednesday and we lay in the dark not touching, about a foot apart, both of us wide awake and both of us doing an impression of a sleeping person, which is a thing you can only really do to somebody you know very well.

At some point he said, "I'm not angry."

"I know."

"I want to be sure you know that, because I've been quiet all evening and quiet from me has historically meant something else."

"I know, Pete."

"Okay," he said, and then, after a while, "Goodnight, Gem," and I said goodnight, and neither of us slept for about an hour.

Thursday I did four patients in the morning and canceled nothing, because I want it understood that I did not rearrange my working life around this. I finished at twelve-thirty, drove home, parked on my own driveway, and sat there for a minute with the engine off.

Angela was out with her hose. She waved. I waved.

Then I walked across the gravel Ray Henderson laid in 2011 and up their path in the middle of a Thursday afternoon in June, in front of God and Angela and the entire street, with no panties on under the skirt, because I'd taken them off in the clinic bathroom at twelve-fifteen and put them in my bag like a woman posting a letter she'd regret.

The front door was on the latch.

He was at the top of the stairs. He didn't say hello. He said, "Come up," and I went up, and he took my bag off my shoulder and put it on the floor and said, "Arms."

I put my arms up and he took the top off me. Then the skirt, unzipped and dropped, and then he stopped, because there was nothing else.

"Where are your panties?"

"In my bag."

"Since when?"

"Since twelve-fifteen."

"Christ." He stood back and looked at me, all of me, in the middle of his bedroom in the middle of the afternoon with the sun coming through their curtains. "Look at the state of that cunt. You walked here like that."

"I walked here like that."

"Say what you came for."

"Your cock," I said. "In my cunt. That's it, that's the whole errand."

He put me on my back on their bed and put his mouth on my cunt, and he didn't hurry, which I hadn't expected, because there was a clock on it and he knew there was.

"Fifteen minutes," he said, into me. "You're not getting my cock for fifteen minutes."

"Marcus, I swear to God..."

"Fourteen." Flat of the tongue, all the way up over my clit and back down. "Say what's in my mouth."

"My cunt."

"Say it properly."

"You've got my cunt in your mouth and I want your cock."

"Not yet."

I came on his mouth twice inside that fifteen minutes. First one I got a fistful of his hair and I was swearing at their ceiling. Second one I was loud enough that he came up my body and put his hand flat over my mouth and held it there and kept two fingers going in my cunt, and I bit the heel of his hand, and he laughed, which is the only time I ever heard him laugh in bed.

"Filthy noise," he said. "You'll have the street in."

"Then give me your cock."

He stood up and got undressed and I lay there with my legs open and watched.

"Ask."

"Put your cock in my cunt."

"Again."

"Put your cock in my cunt. Please. Now. I've had nothing on under this skirt since twelve-fifteen thinking about your cock."

"Good girl."

And then he fucked me, and he was slow with that too, his whole cock all the way out and all the way back in, every time, so I felt the length of it on every stroke, and I got fucked properly for the first time in five years by a man I'd spoken to twice before June.

I said a lot of things. I said please and I said your cock and I said harder, and at one point I said something about his cock I've never repeated to anybody, including him, including here.

"Turn over."

He put me on my knees and got his hand flat between my shoulder blades and held me face down and fucked me from behind, hand on my ass, my tits going into their mattress on every stroke.

"Whose cunt is this?"

"Yours. It's yours, don't stop, don't you dare stop..."

I came on his cock with my face in a stranger's pillow.

"Where do you want it?"

"In me."

"Say it."

"In my cunt. Come in my cunt, Marcus, don't you dare pull out of me."

He came in my cunt with his hand still on my ass, and I felt every bit of it.

And then, afterwards, we lay on our backs on their bed for about ten minutes not talking, and then I got up and got dressed and drove back to work and did a hip and two knees with another man's cum running down the inside of my leg.

That's the afternoon. Seventy minutes, near enough, and I've just given you the whole of it in about six hundred words.

Or I've given you nearly the whole of it. I'll come back to that.

What took considerably longer, and what actually happened to my marriage, was telling it to Pete.

He was already in bed when I came up. Sitting up against the headboard with the reading light on and a book he wasn't reading, and he'd showered, which he doesn't on a Thursday.

"Did something happen today?" he said.

"Yes."

He closed the book.

I didn't put a nightgown on. That was deliberate and it was the first properly cruel thing I did on purpose, because I knew exactly what it would do to him, and I did it anyway. I took everything off at the end of the bed with the light on and got straight on top of him, which I hadn't done since some point before Christmas, and he made a noise like a man stepping into cold water.

"Gem..."

"Do you want to hear it or not?"

"Yes."

"All of it? Because I'm not doing the edited one."

"All of it. Please."

So I got his cock out of his shorts. I was already soaking, I'd been soaking since the parking lot, and I sat down on my husband's cock for the first time in five months and started talking.

"He'd left the front door on the latch," I said. "So I let myself in, and he took me straight upstairs. Not the kitchen this time."

"Gem, I'm not going to last if you..."

"Then don't." I rocked on him. "He undressed me standing up. All of it, slow. And then he made me stand there with my tits out and my panties round one ankle while he looked at my cunt."

"Christ."

"He said, look at the state of that cunt. He says that. It's the only thing he ever says twice."

"Gem..."

"Then he put me on my back on their bed and ate my cunt for fifteen minutes." I put my palm flat on his chest and pushed down and ground my cunt on his cock. "Fifteen, Pete. I timed it after, on their clock. Flat of his tongue, all the way up over my clit, and he doesn't get faster, he never gets faster. I came twice on his mouth before he'd got his jeans off."

"He made you come twice on his mouth."

"Twice. First one I was pulling his hair. Second one I was so loud he put his hand over my mouth and held it there and kept his tongue on my clit, and I bit him."

He said something that wasn't a word.

"And then he stood up and got undressed and I lay there with my legs open watching him do it, and Pete, he's got a cock like a forearm." I hadn't planned to say it. It came out shaped like a joke and landed somewhere else entirely, because his whole body jerked under me. "You wanted details. That's a detail. It's a beautiful cock and I've had it in my mouth, Tuesday, on my knees on their kitchen floor, and I didn't tell you that either."

"Say cunt again."

"Cunt. He ate my cunt for fifteen minutes." I ground down on him. "He made me ask for it. They both do that, they make you say the nouns out loud." I leaned down over him, hands either side of his head, so he had to look at me. "So I said, put your cock in my cunt. Now. Please. I've been thinking about your cock for a month."

"You said that. You said cunt to him."

"I said cunt to him. I said it twice." I rocked. "And he said, say it again. So I said it again."

"Then say it to me in his words."

"Put your cock in my cunt," I said, into my husband's face, on my husband's cock. "That's what I said, and that's what he did."

I was riding him properly by then and my tits were in his face and he was making a sound I hadn't heard out of him in years.

"On my back first, legs up over his arms. Slow. His whole cock all the way out and all the way back in, every single time, so I could feel the length of it, over and over, until I was begging him to just fuck me properly."

"And did he fuck you harder?"

"Not for about ten minutes. He wanted me to ask again." I ground down. "So I asked again. I said, please fuck me properly, I want your cock harder, I want you to make me come on it."

"Christ, your cunt. And then what did he do?"

"And then he turned me over."

"And?"

"He put me on my knees and got a hand between my shoulder blades and held me face down on their bed and fucked me from behind. Hand on my ass. His cock all the way in, all the way out, and my tits going into the mattress every time. And I came on it, Pete. I came on his cock with my face in their pillow, so loud I've been worrying about that wall ever since."

"Gemma. Gemma, I'm going to..."

"Not yet." I stopped moving, with my husband's cock all the way inside me, and held there, and watched his face come apart. "There's more."

"Please."

"He said something while he was fucking me. Do you want it?"

"Yes."

"He said, your cunt is unbelievable. He said it twice." I started moving again, slow. "And I said thank you. That's what I said, Pete. Some man had his cock in me and I said thank you like he'd held a door."

"You thanked him for fucking you."

"I thanked him for fucking me. I said thank you with his cock still in my cunt." I sat all the way down on my husband. "Do you want to know where he came?"

"Yes."

"Say where you want it."

"In you," Pete said, with his eyes shut. "In you. Please say it was in you."

"He came in my cunt." I put both hands flat on his chest. "They're both clean, I asked on the doorstep like a woman booking a Pap smear, because I'm a professional. He came in my cunt with his hand still on my ass and I felt every single bit of it go into me. And then I lay on their bed with his cum in my cunt and let him look at me."

"His cum. In your cunt."

"His cum in my cunt. And then I got dressed, and I drove back to work, and I did a hip and two knees with another man's cum running down the inside of my leg. I could feel it in the parking lot. I could feel it while I was writing my notes." I leaned right down until my mouth was at his ear. "I've still got it in me now. It's in me while your cock is."

That was the end of Pete.

He came with both hands locked on my hips hard enough to leave marks I found on Saturday, saying my name and something that might have been thank you. I sat all the way down on him and let him. I watched the whole thing happen to my husband's face from about eighteen inches away.

Then it was over and he was breathing and I was still on top of him in the lamplight.

"I love you," he said. "I need to say it now. Right now, this exact minute, so you know they're both true. Both of them. At once."

"I know."

"Do you?"

"Yes," I said, and I got off him, and I meant it.

He was asleep in about six minutes.

I lay there and did the thing I do, which is to go back through it and check my work, and I want to set down what I found, because it's the actual event of that night and it isn't the sex.

I'd told him nearly everything. I'd told him about the fifteen minutes and the hand over my mouth and the way Marcus turned me over, and I'd told it well, better than I'd told him anything in about a decade, and I hadn't softened a single part of it. Every filthy sentence was true.

And I'd left one thing out.

And I've left it out of this account as well, right up until now, which I noticed myself doing about four pages ago and did anyway.

Because in the middle of it, in their bedroom, with me on my knees and his hand on my back, Marcus had stopped. Just stopped, all the way, still inside me, and then he'd turned me over onto my back again and put his hand flat on my breastbone the way you'd steady a ladder, and he had said:

"Wait. Let me have a minute of this."

We stayed like that. A fifty-year-old man and a forty-one-year-old woman, not moving, in a bedroom on a Thursday afternoon with the sun coming through somebody else's curtains, for a minute or maybe two.

That's it. That's the whole of what I kept. I could have given it to Pete in nine words and it would have cost me nothing that I could name, and I lay in the dark next to my sleeping husband and understood perfectly clearly that I was never going to.

The filth was his. He could have all of it. He'd asked for it, he'd earned it in his way, and honestly he could have had another hour of it if he'd stayed awake.

That minute was mine.

And I remember lying there and putting it away somewhere, quite deliberately, the way you put a document in a drawer you've decided nobody else opens, and thinking that I'd need to be careful now, and not knowing yet that being careful was the opposite of what I was actually doing.

He turned over at some point and put his arm across me, and I lay under it and stared at the crack in the ceiling over the closet.

In the morning he was in a wonderful mood.

I want to be exact about this, because it's the thing that started the clock on everything that came after, and at the time it just looked like a good Friday. He was up before me. He made eggs, properly, with the pan he never uses. He put music on in the kitchen at ten past seven. He asked about my day and listened to the answer. He talked about the fall, about whether we should do something for the anniversary in September, somewhere with a lake maybe. He was making plans out loud in a way he hadn't for about two years.

I stood at the counter with my coffee and watched my husband be happier than he'd been since roughly the spring of 2023, and I thought, well, there it is. That's the price and it's been paid and everyone got what they wanted.

Then at the door, with his bag on his shoulder and his keys already in his hand, he stopped and said, "Ask them about the hot tub."

"What?"

"There's a hot tub. The whole street watched it go over the garage." He wasn't looking at me. He was looking at the middle distance somewhere over my shoulder, and he was almost bouncing. "Ask them about it. That's all. Just, you know. Ask."

"Pete."

"I'm not saying anything. I'm saying there's a hot tub."

Then he kissed me on the cheek, which he does, and went to work, and I stood in the hall of my own house with a coffee going cold in my hand.

He'd asked for something. That was new. Up to that Friday morning everything had been mine to decide and his to be told, which was the arrangement I'd built and the arrangement Dawn had written down, and it had lasted five days.

I put the mug in the sink and went to work.


5
Appraisal


"Arms up," Dawn said. "Hands behind your head. I'm doing an assessment."

"Dawn..."

"You do eleven of these a day. Hold still for yours." She walked round me the way I walk round a patient. "Right. Good shoulders, good legs, decent posture for a woman who spends her life leaning over other people. Tits are better than you think. And that," she said, stopping behind me and looking at the mirror instead of at me, "is the wettest cunt I've ever seen on a woman standing completely still, so we'll come back to that."

So. I should probably explain how I came to be naked in front of a full-length mirror in my neighbor's bedroom at three o'clock on a Saturday afternoon, being appraised like a horse.

Let me back up about thirty-six hours.

The Friday, if you remember, was the morning Pete made eggs and asked about the hot tub. I went to work, and I did eleven patients, and partway through the afternoon my phone went while I had my hands inside a man's knee.

I didn't look at it until four.

Saturday, 3pm. Just you and me. Marcus is at his brother's from lunchtime and won't be back before seven, and before you ask, yes he knows, and no he isn't invited, and he was very good about it. D.

Then, a minute later:

Wear whatever you like. It isn't staying on.

I read that in my own treatment room with a man doing quad sets eight feet away, and my reaction wasn't what I'd have predicted. It wasn't fear, and it wasn't quite excitement either. It was something much closer to the feeling you get when a letter arrives from a hospital you'd forgotten had your results.

Because here's the thing I hadn't said out loud to anybody, including myself, including on the pages you've already read.

I'd been thinking about her more than him.

Not in a way I could have defended in a court. Marcus was the one I'd wanted first and the one I'd gone round for and the one whose cock I'd been, frankly, unable to stop thinking about since the Kroger. But when I lay awake at two in the morning replaying the Tuesday, the bit I kept going back to wasn't his mouth. It was a woman in a doorway with her car keys still in her hand, not coming into the room, saying good girl in a voice that went through me like a dropped plate.

I'd never been with a woman. I hadn't spent my life secretly wanting to, either, and I hadn't been repressing anything, and I'd have told you at forty and meant it that I was simply straight and that was that. What I'd have got wrong is that I thought the question was about women. It wasn't. The question was about being handled by somebody who knew exactly what they were doing, and Dawn was the first person I'd ever met who did.

Anyway. I replied ok and then deleted it and wrote Yes. Three.

I told Pete on the Saturday morning, over the paper, in about a dozen words, which is the only thing in that entire two weeks I told him straight away and in full.

He went very quiet.

"Just her?"

"Just her."

"Right." He turned a page he wasn't reading. "Is that... does that count?"

"Does it count as what, Pete?"

"I don't know. I don't know what I'm asking." He put the paper down. "I think I'm asking whether I'm supposed to be jealous, because I don't know how to be, and I don't want to get it wrong."

Which was, and I'll give him this for as long as I live, a genuinely honest answer to a question nobody had asked him.

"I'll tell you afterwards," I said.

"All of it?"

And I heard myself say, "All of it," and I heard the lie in it while it was still in the air, and so did he, I think, though neither of us said so.

I got there at three exactly. Their door was on the latch again. She called me up from somewhere at the top of the house and I went up, and their bedroom had the curtains half drawn against the afternoon and there was a towel folded on the chair, which I understood later.

She was fully dressed. That's the first thing. Jeans, bare feet, a gray shirt with the sleeves pushed up, and she stayed fully dressed for the whole of the next hour, and if you want to know what the actual power move was, it wasn't anything she said.

"Take it all off," she said. "Fold it or don't, I don't care, but do it while I'm watching you."

So I took it all off while she watched me, in the flat afternoon light, at forty-one, with no wine in me and nothing to hide behind, and then she said arms up, and we're back where this chapter started.

"Come here. Look in the mirror, not at me."

I looked. She stood behind my shoulder with one hand flat on my stomach.

"Whose cunt is that?"

"What?"

"Not a hard question. Whose cunt?"

"Mine."

"Wrong. It's your husband's and it has been for sixteen years, except he stopped picking it up." Her hand went up and took my left tit, weighing it. "So for the next hour that cunt is mine. Say it."

"For the next hour my cunt's yours."

"Good girl. Say thank you."

"Thank you."

It landed in my cunt like a stone in a bucket, and she watched it land.

"There it is." Her thumb went across my nipple and stayed there. "Your cunt just did something. I felt it from here. You didn't come to be admired, you came to be told."

"Told what?"

"Told what to do. Told what I am." My sentences were already going. "And fucked."

"By me."

"By you."

"Legs apart. Wider. I want the whole cunt in this mirror, not a preview."

I put my legs apart and looked at my own cunt in a stranger's mirror in the afternoon, and I'm not going to pretend I recognized her.

"Look at the state of that," Dawn said. "Wet down both thighs and nobody's laid a finger on you. Look at your nipples. You've been like this since you parked, haven't you."

"Since Friday."

"Since Friday." Two fingers straight into my cunt with no announcement at all, and I went up onto my toes. "God. Soaking. Listen to it."

I could hear it. In a quiet bedroom on a Saturday afternoon I could hear my own cunt on a woman's hand, and my nipples were so hard they ached.

"Say what you can feel."

"Your fingers in my cunt."

"And?"

"Your hand on my clit. My cunt's dripping on your wrist. Dawn, please..."

"That's what a cunt sounds like when it's been left alone for five months." She held her hand up in the mirror, shining to the second knuckle. "That's yours. That came out of you because somebody told you to stand still. Hands on the glass."

I put my hands on the glass. My tits hung and my cunt was open and I looked at both of them.

"Good. Now you get one." Two fingers back in my cunt, the heel of her hand flat on my clit, her mouth at my ear. "One. On my hand, in this mirror, tits swinging, legs open, watching your own face while your cunt does it. Now."

And I came in about forty seconds. Forty seconds. Sixteen years of a marriage and a body I had assumed was slow, and it turned out I could go off in forty seconds like a girl of nineteen if somebody said now in that voice.

I came so hard my forearms went and I put my forehead against the mirror and left a mark on it, and she held me up against her shirt with her other arm and didn't stop her hand until I said please, actually please, and even then she took another four or five seconds about it.

"There," she said. "That's one."

"Christ. Dawn. That was..."

"Bed. On your back. We're doing that again."

And this is where it stopped working.

It's the most important thing that happened in that room and it isn't the sex.

I got on the bed. She got two fingers back in my cunt and her thumb on my clit and started again, same rhythm, same spot, same voice, and my body simply put the phone down.

Nothing. Not pain, not discomfort, nothing you could call a problem. Just a flat nothing, like a block coming up. Ninety seconds earlier my clit had been about to detonate and now it was a piece of tissue a woman was rubbing, and my cunt, which had been running down my own legs in front of a mirror, had gone somewhere else entirely and taken the wet with it.

And I did what every single one of my patients does, which is I panicked and then I performed.

I made a noise. I moved my hips. I said "fuck" twice and I said "don't stop" once and I put my hand over hers to make it look like I wanted it faster, and underneath all of that there was a cold, methodical commentary running in my own professional voice, saying: you're gone. There's nothing there. Your cunt has been dry for four seconds and she'll feel it in about six. You're forty-one, you've had one, one is what you get now, and this is precisely what you tell women at this age is completely normal and nothing to worry about, and you've never once believed it about yourself.

I've put my hands on perhaps four thousand bodies. I know what tissue does under load and I know the difference between a system that's failing and a system that's protecting itself. And lying on a stranger's bed in the middle of a Saturday with a woman's fingers inside me, I couldn't read my own body at all, and I was more frightened by that than by anything else that happened to me that entire summer.

Dawn stopped.

She didn't stop the way you stop when you've noticed something is wrong. She stopped the way you put down a cup.

"Right," she said. "That's gone, hasn't it."

"No, it's..." I got up onto my elbows. "It's fine, keep going, it's just..."

"Gemma."

"I can get there. Give me a minute, I can get there."

"You absolutely can," she said, "and you're not going to get there by lying about where you are." She took her hand out of me, quite slowly, and wiped it on her own jeans, which for reasons I couldn't tell you at the time nearly finished me off. "Say what's happening. In the nouns. That's not a rule for the filthy bits only."

And I lay there on a duvet in the afternoon and heard myself say, out loud, to a woman I'd known since Easter:

"My cunt's gone. There's nothing there. I've got one in me and that's it and I've had one for about three years and I don't tell anybody."

"Right," said Dawn. "Thank you."

Then she got up off the bed, and I thought, with a drop I can still feel, that we were finished.

She went and half closed the other curtain. She came back with the towel off the chair and put it under me, which nobody had ever done for me in my life. Then she got onto the bed and lay down beside me, on her side, fully dressed, propped on one elbow, about eight inches away. She put her hand flat on my stomach and left it there, not moving.

"New arrangement," she said. "I'm not going to ask you for anything now. You've given me one and I've had a lovely afternoon. So we'll lie here, and I'll talk, and if something happens it happens, and if it doesn't you'll have a cup of tea and go home, and I'll think about you all evening either way."

"Dawn."

"Shush. I'm talking. It's the thing I'm best at."

So she talked.

"That morning at your window," she said. "You with your coffee. Do you know what I thought? I thought, that woman wants somebody to put their hand on her cunt and tell her what she is, and nobody ever has, and she's forty-one."

"Dawn."

"I said it to Marcus that night, in bed. I said the physio next door's going to be in this house before the summer's out and she's going to be very good, and he said don't be ridiculous, and then he went quiet for a bit, and then he asked me what I'd want to do to you."

"What did you say?"

"I said I'd want to make her come standing up with my fingers in her cunt and her tits in that mirror." Her hand hadn't moved off my stomach. "And on the Tuesday, while you were on your knees on my kitchen floor with his cock in your mouth. You thought I was just standing there, didn't you."

"Weren't you?"

"I had my hand down the front of my work pants from the second I saw your mouth go on his cock. Two fingers in my own cunt, in my own doorway, watching my husband's cock go into a neighbor's mouth, and I came about a minute before he did with my car keys still in the other hand. So no." She said it perfectly evenly. "I wasn't just standing there."

I said something. It wasn't a word.

"Here's what I'd do," she said. "If you asked me. Which I'm not asking you to."

"Dawn..."

"I'd go down there and take my time about it, because you've been rushed at for sixteen years. I'd start nowhere near your clit. Inside your thighs first, where you're still wet from the mirror, and you'd hate that for about a minute."

"I would."

"Then two fingers in your cunt, and I'd leave them completely still until you moved on them yourself. You would. You did it in the mirror without being asked." Her hand hadn't moved off my stomach. "Then I'd get my mouth on your clit and I wouldn't do anything clever with it. Flat tongue. Slow. Same as he does, and he learned it off me."

"Fuck."

"I'd suck your clit until you told me to stop, and then I wouldn't stop. I'd have three fingers in your cunt by then and my other hand on your tits, and you'd be making that noise you made in the mirror, which by the way is the filthiest noise I've heard out of a woman in a very long time."

"Christ, Dawn."

"And then you'd come on my mouth. Not in forty seconds. Properly, from a long way off, with my fingers still in your cunt, and I'd keep going through it because you've never once had anybody keep going through it, have you."

"No."

"No." Her mouth was four inches from my ear and her hand was still flat on my stomach and she still hadn't gone anywhere near my cunt. "And afterwards I'd have my hand between your legs for about ten minutes doing nothing at all, because that's the bit nobody does, and it's the bit you'd remember."

"You're not asking."

"I'm not asking."

"That's the..." I couldn't get to the end of it. "That is the whole problem with you."

I don't know how long it went on. Eight minutes, maybe ten.

Then I put my hand over hers on my stomach and moved it down.

"There she is," Dawn said.

"Don't say anything clever."

"I wasn't going to say anything at all."

"Say it anyway. Say what you're going to do."

"I'm going to eat your cunt until you've forgotten what you told me," she said, and went down.

She did exactly what she'd said, in exactly that order. It took a long time. She didn't hurry once. No rhythm. No counting. No orders. Two fingers in my cunt sitting still until I moved on them myself, and her mouth on my clit and staying there.

"That's it," she said, into me. "There she is. Don't help. Don't do anything, just let me have your cunt for a minute."

So I let her have it.

When it came it came from a long way off, and it went on for a stupid length of time. I had both hands in her hair and my heels on her back and I said her name about six times. At the end of it I heard myself say "don't stop" long after there was any reason to.

Afterwards she came back up and lay where she'd been.

"Mine for an hour," she said. "That's all I wanted."

"You got about ten minutes of it."

"I got the ten minutes where you told me the truth about your cunt in your own kitchen voice. I'd have taken that over the other thing." She was quiet for a second. Then she said, "You're the first person who's..."

And she stopped.

Just that. A woman who had been talking for an hour, who hadn't once, in the three weeks I'd actually known her, left a sentence lying on the floor, put the brakes on halfway through a clause and looked at the ceiling of her own bedroom.

"Who's what?" I said.

"Nothing. Tea."

She got off the bed and went downstairs and I heard the tap go on, and I lay there naked on a towel in the middle of a Saturday afternoon and stared at the same ceiling and thought: hello. What was that.

I did file it. I noticed it and filed it, along with the doorway and the not-coming-in and the way she'd wiped her hand on her own jeans, and that I did nothing whatsoever about any of it for another eleven days.

I drove home at ten past five.

I say drove home. I drove past our road, and then past the school, and I was two blocks from the Kroger before I understood what I'd done, and I sat at a red light with the indicator going for a turn I didn't need to make and laughed at myself until it changed.

Pete was in the kitchen. He'd cooked. He looked up with his whole face open and said, "Well?"

And I told him. Most of it. The mirror, and the forty seconds, and the good girl.

I did not tell him that my body had stopped, or what I'd said out loud about it, or that a woman had put a towel under me and lain down next to me fully dressed and talked to me for ten minutes until I came back.

He'd have been sympathetic. That's the thing you've got to understand. He'd have been kind about it and he'd have said all the right things and he'd have looked it up on his phone afterwards.

It's just that it wasn't his.


6
Range of Motion


"Say it properly," I said. "You made me do it in your kitchen. Same rules on my table."

"You want my cock in your cunt."

"On the table. Now. And keep your voice down, because the cleaner comes at seven."

That's a forty-one-year-old physical therapist talking to a patient in her own treatment room at six-forty on a Thursday evening, with his file open on her desk and her name on the door in brass.

I'd like to explain how that happened. It won't help, but I'd like to try.

The week after the Saturday was quiet, which is the thing nobody tells you about this sort of arrangement. There's no drama in the middle of it. There's a Monday, a Tuesday, a man called Dennis with a rotator cuff, your husband asking whether you want the chicken or the fish. And underneath all of it a low continuous hum like a fridge in another room.

Pete asked about the hot tub twice more. Once on the Sunday, once on the Wednesday, both times sideways, both times in the doorway of a room he was leaving. He'd developed a technique for it. He'd say the thing and then move, so the question was already behind him by the time it landed, and I couldn't answer it without following him, which I never did.

Dawn was quiet too. One text on the Tuesday: Friday week. Both couples. Think about it, don't answer yet. Nothing else.

So that was the week. And in the middle of it, on the Wednesday, I opened my own appointment book at the desk in my own room and looked at the Thursday, and saw that my last appointment was at five-forty and that Rosa doesn't come in until seven, and I want to be clear about what I did next, because I've been careful all the way through this to say when I decided something.

I decided this one on a Wednesday afternoon with a pen in my hand.

I wrote his name in the book. Six-fifteen, new patient, shoulder. Then I texted him the address and the time and the words bring your insurance card, we're doing this properly, which I thought was funny at the time and which I now think is the single worst sentence I've ever composed.

He replied: What am I coming in for?

I typed: A shoulder assessment.

Then I deleted it and typed: Me.

Then I deleted that too, because it was six words too intimate, and sent the first one.

Here's what I want on the record about the clinic. I've been doing this for nineteen years and I've had that room for eleven. In eleven years I haven't once been late, haven't once treated anybody I shouldn't have, haven't once written a note I couldn't defend, and there's a woman in that building who has sent me a Christmas card every year since 2016 because I got her walking again after a fall that three people told her was the end of it. That room's the only part of my life I've never once been careless with.

That's the room. Now I'll tell you what I did in it.

He came at quarter past six. He'd shaved. He was carrying an actual insurance card, which nearly undid me on the doorstep.

"Shoulder," he said.

"Shirt off. Sit on the table."

And here's the thing that surprised me, and it's the reason I've been able to live with it since: I did the assessment. Properly. Twenty-five minutes of it, on a man who did in fact have a mildly restricted right shoulder from thirty years of carrying things, and I found it, and I named it, and I gave him three exercises. He still does them.

It's just that I was doing the assessment with my nipples up under a work shirt and my panties already sticking to me, and every single thing I said to him meant two things.

"Arm up. All the way. Tell me where it stops."

"There."

"That's your infraspinatus. It's tight because you've been guarding it since about March." I had my thumb into the back of his shoulder and my hip against his knee. "Lie back."

He lay back on my treatment table, on my blue roll, with the fluorescent tube humming over him, and I stood at the head of it and put both hands on him and worked the joint, and neither of us said anything for about a minute and a half.

"Gemma."

"Don't. I'm working."

"You've got your tits about four inches from my face."

"I'm aware of where my tits are, thank you."

"How long does the assessment take?"

"It's finished," I said. "That's your shoulder. Now take your jeans off."

He took his jeans off. In the room where I keep the resistance bands and the ultrasound machine and a photograph of my mother, a fifty-year-old man got off my table and took his jeans off and stood there with his cock already hard, and I put the flat of my hand on his chest and pushed him back down onto it.

"Say what you want," he said.

"On my table you don't get to ask me that. On my table I tell you." I got my own shirt off and dropped it on the chair. "Say it back."

"You tell me."

"Good."

I got up onto the table over him, still in my skirt, and put his cock against me through my panties and held it there, and neither of us moved for about five seconds.

"Now say it properly. The proper words. You made me do it in your kitchen, so."

"You want my cock in your cunt."

"On the table. Now. And keep your voice down, because the cleaner comes at seven."

I got my panties off one leg, put his cock in my cunt and sat all the way down, and the noise I made was loud enough that I clamped my own hand over my own mouth, in my own clinic, at twenty to seven.

"Christ," Marcus said. "Your cunt's soaking."

"I've been soaking since Wednesday. I wrote your name in my appointment book with a pen and got wet at my own desk."

"Say it again."

"I sat in that chair and thought about your cock in my cunt on this table." I started to move on him. "And then I went and did something about it in the staff bathroom before my four o'clock."

"Filthy woman."

"Yes. Hands." I took his wrists and put them on my tits. "There. Now say what you're doing. Nouns. You know the rule."

"I'm fucking you on your own treatment table."

"More."

"My cock's in your cunt in your clinic with your name on the door and your patient's file open on the desk."

"Fuck. Say the wet thing."

"Your cunt's so wet it's running down onto my balls."

"Again."

"You booked me in for this," he said, and got a hand into my hair. "You wrote my name in a book so you could get fucked at six-fifteen."

I rode him properly then, hard enough that the paper roll tore under my knees, and I'll tell you what was going through my head, because it wasn't nothing and it wasn't romantic.

It was anatomy. Nineteen years of it, arriving all at once and completely useless. I knew the correct word for the part of me his cock was pressing on, and I knew the incorrect one, and the incorrect one was the word going round and round.

"My cunt," I said out loud, to the ceiling tiles. "My cunt, my cunt, my cunt."

"What?"

"Nothing. Harder."

"Your knees."

"It's a hydraulic table rated to five hundred pounds. Harder. Fuck me properly."

So he fucked me up into it and the table took it and the frame didn't make a sound, which I remember being obscurely proud of. My tits were going in his face. My hands were flat on the wall above his head, which is a thing I've told about nine hundred patients never to do.

"Off. Get off the table."

He got off. I got off too and turned round and put my forearms down on my own treatment table, where I put other people's shoulders, and looked back at him over mine.

"Now like this."

"Christ."

"Say what you're looking at."

"Your cunt," he said. "Your cunt and your ass and your tits hanging down."

"Then put your cock in my cunt."

He put his cock in my cunt, and from behind it was a different thing entirely, deeper and worse and better, and I got my forehead down on the vinyl and both hands on the far edge.

"Harder. I know exactly what this table's rated to."

"Your cunt's gripping my cock."

"Because you're on the front wall of it. Stay there. Stay exactly there and don't get clever." I got a hand back under myself onto my clit. "Fuck. My cunt. My clit. Both. Keep going."

"Tell me what I am."

"You're a physical therapist with a cock in her cunt."

"Again."

"You're a physical therapist getting fucked on her own table with my cock in her cunt and her tits out."

"Yes. God. Yes." I got a hand down between us onto my own clit. "Are you close?"

"Yes."

"Where do you want it?"

"In your cunt."

"You can have that. Say the whole sentence first, because I said mine on your kitchen floor with your cock in my mouth."

"I want to come in your cunt," Marcus said. "On your table. In your clinic. With your name on the door."

"Good. Good boy." I heard whose voice that was as it came out and there was no time to do anything about it at all. "Don't stop. Don't you dare stop, my cunt's going to go, I'm going to come all over your..."

And then somebody knocked on the door and opened it.

I've been over the next four seconds perhaps a thousand times.

Rosa comes at seven. It was twelve minutes to seven. She knocked, which she always does, and she opened the door in the same movement, which she also always does, because in nineteen years there has never once been anybody in that room at seven.

The door opens away from the table. That's the only reason I'm not, at this moment, telling you a completely different story.

What she saw was the back of my chair, and a man's bare feet at the far end of my treatment table, and me, upright, half turned, with my shirt on the floor and my bra on and my skirt down around me because I'd never taken it off, and my hands braced on the wall.

What she couldn't see, from the doorway, was that he was still inside me.

That's the bit I can't get past. Not the door and not the look on her face. The bit I can't get past is that for the whole of that conversation my cunt was full and neither of us moved a single millimetre.

"Oh," Rosa said. "Sorry. Sorry, Gemma."

"That's all right." My voice came out completely normal, and I've already told you what I think about how available that voice is. "We're running long. Give me ten minutes?"

"Sure. Sure." She was already stepping back. Her eyes went to the table and then to the floor and then to a spot about a foot above my head, which is exactly what a boy called Kevin did to me in a department store in 1998. "I'll do upstairs first."

"Thanks, Rosa."

"No problem."

And then, in the doorway, with her hand already on the handle, she said: "You okay?"

"I'm fine."

"Okay," she said, and shut the door.

Nobody moved for about fifteen seconds.

Then Marcus, underneath me, said, very quietly, "Do you want to stop?"

And I said no.

I'd like to be able to dress that up. I've tried, in various versions of this I tell myself at four in the morning, and it doesn't dress. A woman had just put her head round the door of my professional life and I said no.

"Say it properly," he said.

"Don't take your cock out of me."

"She's upstairs."

"I know where she is. She's got the vacuum on, listen." I put my hand back on the wall and moved, slowly, an inch, and had to stop and breathe. "Fuck. Oh fuck, that's..."

"Quietly."

"I can't."

So he put his hand over my mouth.

That was the thing that finished me, in the end. Not the near miss and not the door. A man's palm across my mouth in my own treatment room with his cock still all the way in my cunt and a woman running a vacuum cleaner directly above our heads, and me nodding at him, because I couldn't say yes.

He fucked me like that. Slow, because slow was quiet, and I've never in my life been so aware of my own cunt as I was in those four or five minutes of having to be silent in it. Every noise the table didn't make. The paper roll. My own breath going in and out through his fingers.

He took his hand off my mouth once, to let me speak.

"Tell me what you can feel," he said. "Whisper it."

"Your cock. All of it. Every time you go in I can feel where it stops."

"Say where."

"Cervix. It's called the cervix and you're on it and I want you to keep doing it."

"Filthy," he said, "for a professional," and put the hand back.

That is the single most obscene sentence anybody has ever said to me and it was delivered in a whisper by a man with his palm across my mouth, and my cunt clamped down on him so hard he stopped moving altogether for a second.

Then he went again, slower still.

I got my own hand down between us, because I couldn't be loud and I couldn't be quick and there was nothing else left to do with any part of me. Two fingers on my own clit while another man's cock went in and out of my cunt on my own treatment table, and the vacuum going over our heads, and my thighs starting to shake.

He took the hand away again.

"Say it."

"My cunt's going to go."

"Say what you are."

"I'm a physical therapist," I whispered, into a room with my name on the door, "with a cock in her cunt and her cleaner upstairs, and I'm going to come on it."

"Yes, you are."

"Look at me," he said, and lifted his hand off my mouth again. "Are you going to come?"

"Yes. Yes. Don't stop, don't stop, don't..."

The hand went back. I came with my forehead against cold paint and my teeth in the side of his palm, and I bit hard enough to leave a mark that was still there on the Saturday, and the whole thing went through me in complete silence, which I hadn't known was possible and which I wouldn't recommend to anybody who has a choice.

Then he said "I'm going to come in you" into my hair, and I nodded again, and he did.

Two.

I'd sat on a bed on Saturday and told a woman, out loud, in the nouns, that I had one in me and had had one for three years and didn't tell anybody. Five days later I'd had two in forty minutes in a room with my name on the door, with a woman running a vacuum over my head.

I did the arithmetic on that all the way home, and I've done it a few times since, and the answer I keep arriving at is not a nice one. There was never anything wrong with my body.

I didn't ask him not to. I want that written down. Nobody asked and nobody negotiated and I could feel it happening and I sat down harder on his cock to make sure of it.

Afterwards I sat on the edge of my own treatment table with my skirt round my waist and his cum coming out of me onto a torn sheet of blue paper roll, and I looked at the desk.

Dennis Hartley's file was open on it. Sixty-eight, right rotator cuff, coming along nicely.

Dennis Hartley is Angela's husband.

I don't know how long I sat there looking at that file. Long enough for Marcus to get dressed and say my name twice. And the thing I was thinking, which I'm aware does me no credit whatsoever, wasn't I've just risked my registration. It was: Rosa cleans the church hall on Saturdays and Angela does the flowers.

"Gemma."

"Give me a minute."

"Do you want me to go out the front or the back?"

Which is, I think, the most tactful sentence anybody said to me that entire summer.

"Front," I said. "Nothing happened. If you go out the back, something happened."

He went out the front. He said goodnight to Rosa on the stairs, apparently, and thanked her, and Rosa said goodnight back.

I cleaned my own room. I did it properly, the way I'd want it done. Torn paper in the bag, new length pulled down, pillow squared off, hands washed twice. Then I sat in the chair at my desk in the dark for about ten minutes with my heart going and my body still humming and Dennis Hartley's shoulder open in front of me.

Then I got my phone out and texted Dawn.

I didn't notice what I'd done there at the time and it seems obvious now. Something enormous had just happened to me. There were two people in the world I could have told, and one of them was my husband, and he was eleven minutes away in a house with the lights on, and I typed to the other one.

I booked him in at my clinic. My cleaner walked in on us.

She replied in under a minute.

Did she see?

Some of it.

And you carried on afterwards.

I looked at that for a while, because I hadn't said so.

Yes.

Of course you did. Then, straight after: Are you all right? Actual question, not a joke one.

And I sat in a dark room above an optometrist's and typed I don't know to my neighbor, and she rang me forty seconds later and talked to me for a quarter of an hour, most of which was about nothing at all. She asked what I'd told the cleaner. She asked whether the door opened in or out, and when I said out she said "good." I've never once worked out whether she meant good, you were lucky, or good, remember that.

Then, at the end, she said: "Right. Friday week, as advertised. Both couples, my house, eight o'clock. Say yes now while you're still honest."

"Yes."

"Good girl. Bring Pete."

I drove home. I didn't miss my turning this time; I want the record to show some progress.

Pete had waited on dinner. He'd done the thing with the pasta that he does. He asked how my day was and I said long, and he said the new guy at work had done something with a spreadsheet, and I ate a plate of his food at my own table and said absolutely nothing at all about the previous ninety minutes.

Not a curated version. Not an edited one. Nothing.

That's the entry in the ledger I'd point to, if you made me pick one. Not the kitchen and not the mirror. This one. A woman opened a door on me and I decided, sitting in the dark afterwards, that the person I was going to tell was the woman next door, and then I came home and ate pasta.

I told him one thing that evening, and only one.

"Dawn's asked us both for dinner. Friday week. Both couples."

He put his fork down. He took a second, and then he said, "Right," and then, "Okay," and then he picked the fork up again, and his hand wasn't steady.

"Do you want to go?" I said.

"Do you?"

"I've already said yes."

"Right," he said again.

And that was the whole of it. I gave my husband the invitation and kept the day, which is, I think, the most exact description of that summer I'm going to manage.

He went up at ten thirty. I stayed down and did the dishes I didn't need to do.

And my phone went once more, at about eleven, and it wasn't Dawn.

It was Rosa.

Hi Gemma. Sorry again about earlier. I should have waited. Won't happen again.

I typed four different replies to that and sent the fifth, which was Don't be daft, my fault entirely, see you Tuesday x, and then I put the phone face down on the counter and stood in my own kitchen with my hands on the edge of the sink for a good long while.

Because she'd apologized.

She'd walked in on her employer being fucked on a treatment table by a man with a file open on the desk, and twelve minutes to seven, and four hours later she'd apologized to me by text.

That's the moment I understood that nobody was going to stop me. Not Pete, not Rosa, not Angela, not the actual regulator of my actual profession. Everybody was simply going to be terribly polite about it and let me get on with it, and the only person in the entire arrangement who had ever once said no to me and meant it was Dawn.


7
The Swap


Dawn's running order arrived on the Wednesday, to both of us, which was the first time Dawn had ever put Pete's address in the same box as mine.

Subject line: Friday. Running order.

> 1. Eight o'clock. Eat first, at home, both of you. I'm not cooking and I'm not having anybody polite and hungry in my house at ten.

>

> 2. Pete: you sit where I put you and you talk when I ask you to. Same as before. You're not furniture, you're just not in charge.

>

> 3. Gemma: bring the calendar. I've asked twice. I'd like it on my table where I can see it, because I want the next six weeks to be a thing we do on purpose rather than a series of Tuesdays you improvise.

>

> 4. Tonight is a swap. That means Marcus with you and me with Pete, in the same room, at the same time, and everybody can see everybody. If either of you wants a different arrangement, say so before Friday and not at half past nine with your pants off.

>

> 5. Nobody's cock goes anywhere near anybody's ass without a conversation first. Not a rule about tonight. A rule about me.

>

> 6. Actually still stops it. It stops it for the whole room, not just for the person who said it, and nobody is allowed to be a saint about it afterwards.

>

> 7. Gemma, your husband has been sending me articles. Bring him anyway.

>

> D.

I read item seven four times.

Pete came into the kitchen while I was still holding the phone and stood in the doorway with the expression of a man who has been caught doing his homework.

"She said articles," I said.

"Two articles."

"Pete."

"They were good articles." He got a glass down. "One of them was about aftercare, which is apparently a thing, and one of them was a woman on a website explaining what she wished her husband had understood before, and I thought, well, I don't understand anything, so."

"You've been emailing my neighbor."

"I've been emailing the woman who's running this," he said, and it came out sharper than anything he'd said to me in about a year, "because you've stopped telling me things, and she hasn't."

That is the first time in sixteen years that my husband won a conversation in our kitchen.

Nothing much happened in the eight days between the clinic and that Friday. I saw Marcus once, over a fence, and he said something about the gutter. Dawn sent me two texts, both about logistics. I did forty-one patients, I did the laundry, I went to my mother's on the Sunday and heard about her hip.

And every night I lay next to a man who was reading articles, and I didn't ask him what was in them.

We walked round at eight. Sixty feet. Pete had brought a bottle and I'd brought the calendar, which I'd printed off at the clinic like a lunatic, on A4, with the appointments blanked out and only my free afternoons showing, because it turns out that when Dawn asks you three times you eventually do it.

She took it at the door, read it standing up, and said, "Thursdays are useless. Who has Thursdays."

"I do."

"Then we'll have to work round you." She put it on the fridge with a magnet shaped like a lemon. My working life, on their fridge, next to a takeaway menu.

Their living room had been rearranged. Not dramatically, just enough: the coffee table gone, the big chair moved to face the sofa square-on, the rug rolled back. It was the room of somebody who had thought about sightlines. Marcus was pouring something and Dawn had bare feet, and there was a stack of towels on the arm of the sofa that nobody mentioned all night.

Pete had a run at it in the first ten minutes.

I could see it coming from the door, honestly, because he'd got the voice on. It's the voice he uses at work, and I hadn't heard it in that house before.

"So I thought," he said, "and tell me if this is presumptuous, that it might be worth agreeing some sort of order for the evening. Like a rough shape. So nobody's guessing."

Dawn looked at him with what I can only describe as fondness.

"You've made a plan," she said.

"I've had some thoughts."

"Of course you have. You've been reading. It's the nicest thing about you." She sat down on the arm of the big chair. "Here's what's actually going to happen, Pete, and then we'll never have this conversation again. You've spent two years running this in your head, where it's tidy, and everybody does what you decided, and nobody's hair gets in anybody's mouth. Tonight it's going to be untidy, and slower than you want in some bits and much faster than you want in others, and at some point your wife is going to make a noise you've never heard and you're going to have to just sit in a chair and have that happen to you."

Pete didn't say anything.

"And the reason it's my house and my order," Dawn said, "isn't that I'm cleverer than you. It's that I'm not in love with anybody in this room except him, so I'm the only one who can still count."

"Right," Pete said.

"Sit down, love."

He sat down.

I've gone over that exchange a great many times, and the part I still can't get comfortable with is that she called him love and he sat down and neither of those things was cruel.

She started us standing up, which I hadn't expected.

"Both of you, up. Face each other." She meant me and Pete. "Don't be shy, it's your marriage, it's the only thing in this room that's actually yours. Gemma, take your husband's shirt off."

So I unbuttoned my husband's shirt in our neighbors' living room while two other people watched, and my hands weren't steady, and neither was he.

"Now yours, Pete."

He undid my dress. He's done it perhaps four hundred times and he's never once done it while anybody was looking, and his hands shook so much he had to stop and start again on the tie at the side, and I stood there and let him and didn't help him, which I regret.

"Right." Dawn came over and stood beside us and looked at me the way she'd looked at me in the mirror, and then down, frankly, at my cunt. "Still soaking. Good. Marcus, take her from here. Pete, come with me."

And that was it. That was the whole ceremony. She split us up like a woman assigning tables.

Marcus got me on the sofa. Not fast and not gently either, just directly: my dress off my shoulders, his mouth on my neck, one hand flat on my cunt through my panties and staying there, and I heard myself go at the first touch because I'd been wet since the fridge magnet.

Eight feet away my husband was being undressed by a woman in her own living room, and I heard his belt go before I heard anything else.

I'd assumed it would be four people having two separate evenings with an audience. It wasn't. It was one thing, and the thing kept turning over, so that whichever way you were facing you were also listening.

"He's got his hand in her panties," Pete said.

I looked over. Dawn had him in the big chair with his shirt off and she was standing between his knees with his chin in her hand, turning his head toward us like a woman adjusting a lamp.

"Keep going."

"Two fingers. In her cunt." My husband's voice, flat and careful and shaking. "She's holding his wrist. She does that. She used to do that with me."

"Does she."

"She used to hold my wrist to slow me down."

"Gemma. Is he right?"

"Yes."

"Then take your hand off his wrist and let him fuck you with them properly."

I took my hand off Marcus's wrist and he stopped slowing down, and about forty seconds later I came on his hand on their sofa in front of my husband, loudly, with my dress round my waist and my tits out, and Pete watched every second of it from a chair with a woman's hand on his chin.

Nobody said anything clever about it. There was a lot of breathing, and Dawn saying "there," in the tone of somebody watching a kettle finally boil, and Marcus wiping my cunt off his hand onto his own thigh in front of my husband.

Then she took her clothes off, which she hadn't done in front of me before, and got onto my husband.

I'm not going to be coy, having been uncoy about everything else. Dawn at forty-three is a good deal more like me than she's like the girl any of us would have picked at twenty-two, and it was better for that. She sank down onto Pete's cock in a chair eight feet from me and made a small unglamorous grunt, and my husband said "oh God" in a voice I know from our own bed, and I sat there with another man's fingers still wet from my cunt and had, for about four seconds, the most complicated feeling of my life. My husband's cock. In our neighbor. Eight feet away, in a chair we'd all had coffee in.

It wasn't jealousy. I checked, carefully, at the time, because I wanted to know.

It was nearer to grief, and it was gone almost at once, and I've never told him.

"Marcus." Dawn, over her shoulder, riding him. "Are you going to fuck her or keep her on your hand all night?"

"I was enjoying myself."

"Fuck her. That cunt's been waiting eight days."

He put me on my back and put his cock in my cunt and I made a noise that came out of somewhere under the floor.

And here's the thing about that room. It braided.

"Tell me what you can see," Dawn said. Not to me. To him.

"His cock's in my wife's cunt."

"Better. More."

"Her legs are up over his arms. Her cunt's wide open. His cock's going all the way in and all the way out and I can see it every time."

"And?"

"And she's looking at me while he fucks her."

"Gemma. Don't stop looking at him." Dawn had a hand flat on my husband's chest, riding his cock, not hurrying. "Marcus, harder. That cunt's had a two weeks of practice."

He went harder. I got a hand down onto my own clit and my husband made a sound like something being taken off him.

"She's touching herself," Pete said.

"She is. Say what she's doing to it."

"She's rubbing her clit while another man's cock is in her cunt."

"Yes."

"She's never done that in front of me. Sixteen years. Cock in her cunt, her own fingers on her clit, tits going every time he goes in, and she's looking straight at me while she does it."

"Say the rest of it," Dawn said.

"She's..."

"Go on."

"She's better at it than she was with me." His voice went completely. "She's making noises I've never had out of her. Not once, not in sixteen years. Another man's cock does that to my wife's cunt and mine never did it once."

"That's the one. Say it to her, not to me."

"You're better at it than you were with me."

"Pete."

"It's not a complaint." He was crying by then, and still talking, and still hard inside another woman. "It's the best thing I've ever seen."

"Gemma," Dawn said. "Tell your husband what's happening to your cunt."

"It's going," I said. "My cunt's going. I'm going to come on his cock, Pete. Look at me while it happens."

"I'm looking."

"Say it."

"Come on his cock," my husband said. "Please. Come on his cock, Gem, come on it with your fingers on your clit and let me watch your face while your cunt does it."

I came the second time on that sentence, with a man I'd known since Easter fucking me on a sofa and my husband weeping in a chair with another woman on him, and I've never worked out which part of it did it, and I've stopped trying.

Then Pete said, "Actually."

Everything stopped.

I want to tell you exactly how fast, because it was the most impressive thing I saw that year. Marcus was still inside me and he simply stopped, mid-stroke, and put his forehead down on my shoulder and breathed. Dawn came off Pete in one movement, put a hand flat on his chest, and said, "You're fine. Nobody's cross. Say it."

Pete's face was wet. I hadn't seen that happen.

"I don't want to stop," he said. "I want to say that first. I'm not stopping it."

"Then what do you want?"

And my husband looked at me, across a living room, with his cock still wet and his eyes streaming, and said:

"Can I hold her hand?"

Nobody said anything at all for about three seconds.

"While he..." He gestured, and the gesture was the worst part. "While that's happening. I don't want to join in. I don't want to touch him and I don't want to be in the way. I just want to be holding her hand while it happens, because that's the bit I've been imagining for two years and I've never once been able to say it out loud because it sounds insane."

I'd been braced. I want that understood. I'd walked into that house braced for every filthy thing a man could ask for, I'd had eight days to prepare for it, and I had a face ready.

I did not have a face ready for that.

"Come here," Dawn said, very gently, to my husband.

So he came and knelt on the floor by the sofa in his own skin, and Marcus, without being asked, shifted his weight to give him room, and Pete took my left hand in both of his and held it against his chest.

Then Marcus started moving again.

I'm not going to be able to make this sound like anything other than what it was. I got fucked for about ten minutes with my husband kneeling on the carpet holding my hand, and we looked at each other the whole time.

"Are you all right?" he said.

"His cock's in me, Pete."

"I know. I can see it. I can see his cock going into your cunt from here." He had my hand flat against his sternum and I could feel his heart through it. "Does it feel good?"

"Yes."

"Say how."

"His cock's deeper than yours," I said, and watched what it did to him, and didn't take it back. "And slower. He doesn't speed up when I make a noise."

"Christ, Gem."

"Do you want me to stop telling you?"

"No. Don't stop. Don't ever stop telling me."

And that was the whole of it, said out loud on a carpet, about three weeks too late.

"Tell him what you want next," Dawn said, from the arm of the chair.

"Harder," I said. To Marcus, looking at Pete. "Harder. My husband wants to watch your cock make me come, so fuck me properly."

Marcus fucked me harder. He didn't say a word the entire ten minutes, which was the correct thing to do and which I've given him private credit for ever since, and my hand stayed in Pete's, and Pete kept up a low running commentary about my own cunt that I wouldn't have believed him capable of a month earlier.

"Your tits are going. Every time his cock goes in. I've never seen that from underneath." A breath. "There's a mark on your neck. He's put a mark on my wife's neck and I'm going to have to look at it at breakfast."

"Do you want me to tell him not to?"

"No."

"Say it properly, then."

"Put a mark on my wife," Pete said, to a man he'd shaken hands with over a bin, and put my knuckles against his mouth.

When I came it went on a stupidly long time and it wasn't clean and I cried at the end of it, which I've done perhaps twice in my adult life, and Pete put his forehead down on my hand and said "there you go," the way you'd talk to a horse.

"I'm going to have to," Marcus said.

"In her cunt," Pete said, before I could. "Please. In her cunt."

So he came in my cunt with my husband holding my hand, and Pete watched his face while he did it, which I hadn't expected and which I think may have been the actual event of that entire summer.

And then, right at the end, into my hair, in a voice I hadn't heard him use, Marcus said, "Dawn."

Not my name. Hers.

I don't think Pete heard it. He was somewhere else entirely. Dawn was four feet away with a towel round her and she absolutely heard it, and what she did was stand up and go and get glasses of water, and what she didn't do was look at me.

I filed that with the rest.

Afterwards was strange and ordinary.

Marcus made tea, which nobody drank. Dawn put her shirt back on and no pants, which somehow read as more naked than being naked. Pete sat on the floor with his back against the sofa and my foot in his lap and talked, for about twenty minutes, more than he'd talked in a year, about nothing at all. The gutter. A thing at work. Whether the hot tub used a lot of electricity.

He was radiant. There's no other word and I've looked.

At the door Dawn handed me the calendar off the fridge.

"Take it back," she said. "You'll need it for the next bit."

"Which is what?"

"Nothing you haven't already agreed to." She had my elbow, lightly, in the doorway, and she said it quietly enough that the men didn't hear. "Gemma. Can I say one thing, and then I'll leave it."

"Go on."

"He asked for the smallest thing in that room tonight and it was the only thing anybody asked for that cost anything." Her hand was still on my elbow. "You've been doing sums about that man for three weeks. What you told him, what you didn't, what he's owed, what he can take. I've watched you do it in my kitchen and I've watched you do it on my sofa."

"That's not..."

"I'm not finished, and I'm not telling you off." She let go. "You're keeping a ledger on somebody who isn't keeping one on you. That's all. It ends one way and I've seen it."

And I stood in her doorway and said, "Right," which is what I say when I've got nothing.

We walked back. Sixty feet, in the dark, with the sprinklers on somewhere and the whole street asleep.

Pete talked the entire way, which took forty seconds, and then he talked in the kitchen while he drank a pint of water at the sink, and then he talked on the stairs.

"That was..." He kept starting, and gave up twice. "That was the best night of my life, Gem. Is that a mad thing to say?"

"No."

"Because it wasn't the sex. I want you to know it wasn't the sex."

"I know."

"It was your face." He was on the third stair with the glass still in his hand. "You had a completely different face on and I've never seen it and it's been in there the whole time."

And I stood at the bottom of my own stairs and looked up at my husband, who had asked to hold my hand, who had been reading articles, who had cried in front of two people we'd known since Easter and hadn't once been ashamed of it, and who was happier than I'd made him in a decade.

I've been asked, since, why I didn't tell him then. About the clinic. About Rosa. About the ledger. It was right there, and he was standing on a stair with a glass of water, and he'd have taken it.

The truthful answer is that I was still doing the sums, exactly as she'd said, and I'd got to a number I didn't like and I wanted another week with it.

"Come to bed," I said.

He came to bed. He was asleep in six minutes.

And I lay there and thought about a fifty-year-old man saying his wife's name into my hair at the end, and about the fact that Dawn had gone to get water rather than look at me, and about the calendar in my bag with my Thursdays on it.

Then, at about one, my phone went on the nightstand. One line, from next door, eight feet and two fences away.

Sunday. Just you. Bring nothing and don't tell anybody, including him.

I read it three times.

And I want the record to show that I didn't reply that night, and that I didn't delete it either, and that it was still sitting there unanswered when Pete brought me a coffee in the morning and kissed the top of my head.
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My husband brought me a coffee in bed at seven on the Saturday morning and kissed the top of my head.

He'd already read it by then. All of it. He'd been up since four with my phone in his hand and he came upstairs and kissed my head and went back down and sat with it for another three hours, and that is the fact about Pete I would most like to be able to put down and can't.

When I came down at ten he was at the kitchen table with the phone face-up in front of him and two cups poured, one at my place.

"Your passcode's my birthday," he said.

"Pete."

"It's been my birthday since we got the phones. I've never used it once. I want you to know that, because I think it matters, and I don't think it's going to matter for very long."

I sat down. He turned the phone round on the table the way he'd turned it round a two weeks earlier, and slid it across, and it was open on a thread.

Not the whole thread. He'd scrolled it to a place.

I booked him in at my clinic. My cleaner walked in on us.

My words. My thumb. Sent to the wrong person at ten past eight on a Thursday night.

"That's the twenty-fifth," he said. "You told me you'd had a long day and I told you about a spreadsheet."

"Yes."

"You booked him into your clinic."

"Yes."

"Your cleaner walked in on you."

"Yes."

"And then you texted her." He was completely steady. That was the worst of it. I'd been braced for a shout and I'd have known what to do with a shout. "You were sitting in the dark in your own treatment room and there were two people in the world you could have called, and one of them was ten minutes away with the lights on, and you picked her."

"Pete, I'm going to..."

"I'm not finished. There's more and I want to do it in order, because I've been up since four doing it in order."

He took the phone back and scrolled, and I sat in my own kitchen and let my husband read my life to me.

He'd found the item nine screenshot. That was the one I hadn't thought of, not once, in three weeks. It was sitting in my photos between a knee and a dog, a single line of somebody else's email that I'd saved deliberately so that it couldn't be unsent, and he'd found it and enlarged it and I watched him do it again on the table between us.

Weekday daylight: yes. I work Tuesdays and Thursdays. Marcus doesn't.

"You kept it," he said.

"Yes."

"Why?"

That's the question. I've had a year to find an answer. What I said at the time was "I don't know," which was a lie. What I should have said was: because I wanted a record of the exact moment somebody offered me something, in her words, in writing, that I could look at when I was old.

Then he scrolled once more, and put the phone down, and it was the Friday night one.

Sunday. Just you. Bring nothing and don't tell anybody, including him.

"That came at one in the morning," Pete said. "While I was asleep. In our bed. Six hours after I knelt on a carpet and held your hand."

I've never in my life wanted so badly to be somebody else.

"Are you going to go?"

"I hadn't decided."

"That's not a no."

"No," I said. "It isn't."

He nodded slowly, like a man confirming a delivery.

"Do you know what I keep getting stuck on? It isn't him." He turned his cup round on the table. "I've had two years to get used to him and honestly, Gem, watching that was the best night of my life and I'd do it again on Tuesday. It isn't Marcus. It isn't even her."

"Then what is it?"

"You used to tell me things," he said.

And that was it. That was the whole of my husband's case, delivered across a kitchen table by a man in a dressing gown, and it took five words, and there is no answer to it because it's true.

I tried anyway. I tried, and what I tried was contemptible.

"You wanted this," I said.

"I did."

"You've been happier in three weeks than you were in three years. You said so on the stairs with a glass of water in your hand."

"I did say that." He didn't even sound stung. "Is that the argument?"

It was. That was the argument, and hearing it come back at me flat was like watching somebody hold up a thing you'd thrown.

"You've been emailing her," I said. "For a two weeks."

"Two emails. And I told you about them the same night she did."

"You didn't tell me. She told me, in a numbered list, in front of you."

"Gemma." He put both hands flat on the table. "I told you in this kitchen that night and you said you've been emailing my neighbor and I said yes. That was the telling. You just didn't like it."

He was right. I want it here that he was right and that I knew it in the room and went on anyway.

"And the forums?" I said. "One in the morning, February to May, with the door shut. You want to talk about not telling people things."

And this is where I found the floor of it, because he didn't get angry. He got tired.

"Yes," he said. "That was mine and I kept it and I was ashamed of it, and then I stopped being ashamed of it and I told you, out loud, in a sentence, in bed, on the tenth of June. I said it badly and I said it late and I said it." He turned the cup round. "What have you said?"

I didn't have anything.

"You said there's nothing to know, on the sixteenth, at that door." He nodded at it. "You said something happened, not everything. And on the twenty-fifth you said you'd had a long day."

"Stop."

"I'm not doing it to hurt you. I'm doing it because I've had six hours to put them in order and there aren't very many of them, and every single one is a sentence you chose."

So I said the thing I'd actually been holding, and it came out badly and sideways and with none of the shape I'd have given it if I'd planned it.

"Because it stops being mine," I said. "The second I say it in this kitchen it stops being a thing I did and starts being a thing that happened to you. You don't want to know what I've done, Pete, you want to be told, and those aren't the same, and I've been going out and coming back with material like a woman doing a shop."

"That's not fair."

"I know it isn't."

"Say it again anyway."

"I felt like your supplier," I said. "The first night. On top of you. I felt like I was delivering."

He took that. He actually flinched, which he hadn't done for the clinic or the screenshot.

"Then why keep the clinic?" he said. "That one wasn't material. You never told anybody. You told her."

"Because it was mine."

"What was?"

"All of it. The room. The plate on the door." And I heard it as I said it and I said the rest anyway. "Me."

"I paid for that plate," Pete said.

I have thought about that sentence more than any other sentence in this book. It isn't even a good point. He earned less than me the year we had it made and he knows it, and he wasn't claiming the room, and it isn't the sort of thing he says.

He said it because it was the only thing he had left that was demonstrably his.

"I know you did," I said.

"Then what were you protecting?"

"Me," I said. "Just me. There isn't a better word and I've looked."

Pete looked at the table for a long time.

"Right," he said, and stood up, and put his cup in the sink and rinsed it, because he is who he is. Then he went upstairs and got dressed. He came down and picked up his keys.

"Where are you going?"

"Next door."

I said his name. I said it twice.

"I'm not going to make a scene, Gem. I'm not going to do anything at all except sit in that kitchen and talk to somebody about my marriage, which is a thing I haven't done since before the house, and the only person in this arrangement who has ever told me the truth on the day it happened lives sixty feet away."

He put his hand on the door.

"You can come," he said. "You won't."

And he was right about that too, and he shut the door, and I stood in my own kitchen at a quarter to ten on a Saturday morning and watched my husband walk across Ray Henderson's gravel to talk to Dawn about me.

He was gone two hours.

I've never found out what was said in that house.

I know that they drank coffee, because he mentioned the pot.

I spent the two hours doing housework at a level this house hadn't seen since we moved in. And partway through the second hour, on my knees with a cloth, cleaning the skirting boards of a kitchen my husband wasn't in, I decided what I was going to do that afternoon.

I'm not going to tell you why. I've had a year and I've got four or five answers and they can't all be true, and the honest position is that I don't know which one I was, on my knees with a cloth, at half past eleven on the Fourth of July.

There was one thing left I'd never done and had thought about for twenty years. That's the only part I'm sure of.

He came back just before noon and said, "I'm going to my brother's till tomorrow. It's the Fourth, they do a thing, I said weeks ago that I'd go."

"Pete."

"It's not a statement. It's a Saturday, and I don't want to sit in this house all afternoon, and I'd rather not be here for whatever you decide about Sunday." He took his bag off the peg. "I'll be back tomorrow evening. That's not a threat either. That's just when I'll be back."

He didn't kiss me. Sixteen years, and I hadn't known that was a thing you could just not do.

Angela's flyer was on the mat when I came back in from the drive. 4th July on the Close! Grill from 4, bring a chair, fireworks at dusk (Dennis is in charge again, God help us).

I put it in the recycling.

I gave it forty minutes. Then I went next door.

Dawn opened it. She had a dish towel over her shoulder and she looked at me and didn't say anything about the morning at all, which was the single greatest mercy anybody has ever done me.

"He's in the garage," she said. "You want him or you want a cup of tea?"

"I want to ask him for something."

"Right." She stood back. "Ask me first, because if it's what I think it is, he'll say yes and then he'll do it badly, because nobody's ever shown him."

"I want him to fuck my ass."

"Yes," Dawn said. "I thought that was where we were."

She got Marcus out of the garage. She sent him upstairs with a hand between his shoulder blades like a woman posting a parcel, and then she stood in her own hallway with me for a second longer.

"Your husband was here this morning."

"I know."

"I'm not going to tell you what he said. I'm going to tell you one thing about you." She had my elbow. "You're about to do something you've wanted for twenty years on the worst morning of your marriage, and you're going to have to decide, afterwards, in your own head, which of those two facts you did it for. Nobody else can help with that. Now go upstairs."

Their bedroom had the curtains half drawn again. Marcus was sitting on the end of the bed with his shirt off, and he stood up when I came in, and I put my hands flat on his chest and said it.

"I want your cock in my ass."

"Right."

"Not sometime. Today. Now."

"Have you done it before?"

"No."

"Then say it again so I know you mean it and not this morning."

"I want your cock in my ass," I said. "I've wanted it since about 2006 and I've never once asked, and I'm asking a man I've known since Easter on a Saturday afternoon, and my husband's at his brother's. Now take my clothes off."

Dawn came in behind me and shut the door and said, "I'll be here. Not for you, particularly. For him, so he doesn't rush it and ruin your entire opinion of it."

They got me undressed between them, which sounds ceremonial and wasn't. It was quick and practical and my cunt was already soaking before the dress hit the floor.

"Face down. Pillow under your hips." Dawn pulled one down the bed. "Not because it's romantic. The angle's better and he's not a small man."

I got face down with a pillow under my hips, in a bedroom that's my bedroom flipped round, on a Saturday my marriage had come apart in.

"Right." She was on the bed beside me with a bottle from the nightstand, and her voice had gone completely practical. "Marcus. Her cunt first, and take your time, because everything after this goes wrong if she isn't stupid with it. Gemma, you tell me when you want the next thing and not before. That's the whole system."

He put his mouth on my cunt from behind with my hips up on a pillow and did what he does, which is nothing clever, slowly, for a long time.

"Say what he's got," Dawn said.

"His tongue on my cunt."

"And?"

"And I want more than his tongue."

"You'll get it. Not yet."

"More," I said.

"More what."

"Two fingers in my cunt and don't take your mouth off my clit."

Two fingers in my cunt, his tongue on my clit, and I came inside four minutes, face down, loudly, into a stranger's bed.

"Good. Stay exactly where you are." Dawn's hand went flat on the small of my back. "Now. This is where people get it wrong. I'm going to talk you through it and you're going to tell me at every stage. Marcus, more of that on her ass, and keep your other hand on her clit from here to the end. Don't take it off. Not for anything. That's the entire trick and every man on earth forgets it."

He kept his hand on my clit. Something cold went on my ass and I made a noise.

"Thumb first," Dawn said. "Pad of it, on her ass. Don't push. Let her push back onto it." A pause. "Gemma?"

"More. My cunt's dripping. I can feel it on my thighs."

"I know. Everybody can see it, love."

"More."

"One finger in her ass. Slowly. Gemma, breathe out, not in. Out."

I breathed out and his finger went into my ass and I said fuck into the mattress.

"Good or bad?"

"Good. God. Good. There's a finger in my ass and I'm fine. More."

"Two, then. And Gemma, say what your cunt's doing, because he can't see your face."

"My cunt's empty and it's killing me."

"It'll keep."

Two fingers in my ass and his hand still working my clit, and I want to tell you what that was like, because I'd expected pain and got something else entirely. An enormous stretched attention. Everything in my body pointing at one place and my cunt absolutely dripping around nothing at all.

"Her cunt's running down her thigh," Marcus said. "Both thighs."

"I know. That's what it's supposed to do." Dawn, still perfectly level. "Gemma. Do you want his cock in your ass or do you want to finish like this? Both are fine and nobody's disappointed."

"His cock. In my ass."

"Say it to him."

"Put your cock in my ass, Marcus."

"Now?"

"Not your call," Dawn said. "Hers."

"Now. Slowly. And keep your hand on my clit."

"Lie still and let him do the work," she said to me. "And Marcus, when your cock's in her ass you don't move until she says. Not a millimetre."

"Say it once more," Marcus said.

"Put your cock in my ass."

He pushed.

I'd like to describe it properly and I can only give you the parts. The burn, which is real and isn't pain. The obscene noise of it. Dawn's hand flat between my shoulder blades. His cock going into my ass about an inch at a time and my own voice, somewhere near the mattress, saying more, more, more.

"Talk to me," Dawn said.

"His cock's huge. Fuck. It's so much bigger in my ass than in my cunt."

"It always is. Is it stopping?"

"No. Don't stop. Don't you dare stop, give me the rest of that cock."

And then it stopped being an inch at a time and he was all the way in my ass, and I made a sound I've never made.

"There," Dawn said, very quietly. "Whole cock. Look at that."

"Oh fuck. Oh fuck, I can feel all of it."

Nobody moved.

"My call," I said. "My call. M..."

The rest didn't arrive, because his hand moved on my clit and I lost the word entirely, and what came out was a croak, and I felt his cock start to move in me and my whole body came up off the pillow to meet it.

"Fuck me," I said. "Fuck my ass. Properly. Twenty years I've wanted a cock in my ass, don't you dare be gentle with me now."

He fucked my ass properly.

"Tell him," Dawn said.

"Your cock. In my ass. Harder." I got a fistful of the comforter and my own tits flat under me. "Harder. I asked for this and I want all of it."

"Look at that," Dawn said. "Look at her ass taking that cock. Marcus, two fingers in her cunt as well. She can have both. She's earned both."

He put two fingers in my cunt with his cock still in my ass and I lost the entire top of my head.

"Both," I said. "Oh fuck. Both. Your cock in my ass and your fingers in my cunt and your hand on my clit, all at once, don't stop, don't any of you stop..."

"That's a woman who's been waiting twenty years," Dawn said, to nobody. "Go on. Fuck her ass."

"Her cunt's gone tight," Marcus said.

"That's the first one coming. Don't change anything."

I came twice. The first arrived fast and low and nearly took my hands out from under me, with his cock still in my ass and his fingers still in my cunt. Dawn said "again," with no command in it at all, just certainty, and the second came up through the whole length of me.

I heard myself say a name at the end of it. It wasn't my husband's and it wasn't Marcus's either.

"Where?" he said.

"In my ass. In it. Don't you dare pull that cock out of me."

He came in my ass with his hand still on my clit and his other arm right across my back holding me down, and I lay there afterwards with my face in a pillow and the whole room going round.

Afterwards Dawn got a cloth from the bathroom and did the rest.

That's the thing I actually remember. She cleaned me up. Warm cloth, unhurried, entirely matter-of-fact, talking about something on the radio, while Marcus went and ran a bath in another room because she'd told him to.

And I lay on their bed and let a woman wipe another person's cum off me, and cried a bit, and she didn't make anything of it.

"You'll be sore tomorrow," she said. "It's fine. It's not damage, it's just sore. Don't do anything clever with it for a few days."

"Dawn."

"Mm."

"I said your name."

She stopped with the cloth. It was a second and a half, and then it was longer than that, and then she put the cloth down on the edge of the bed and looked at the window instead of at me.

"I heard it," she said.

"Is that all right?"

"No," Dawn said.

And that was the first time in eleven weeks that I'd asked that woman a question and got an answer she hadn't decided on in advance, and she knew it as it happened, because she picked the cloth straight back up and said, "Bath's ready," in completely the wrong voice.

And that was all. She got up and took the cloth out. I heard the bathroom tap, and the two of them talking about something ordinary through a wall. And I lay on their bed on a Saturday afternoon with my marriage in pieces and my body absolutely singing, and understood that I'd reached for the wrong person twice in three weeks and that it hadn't been an accident either time.

I walked home at six.

Our house was exactly as I'd left it, cleaner than it had been in a decade, and empty.

I went upstairs to run a bath I'd already had, and stopped on the landing, because the spare room door was shut and it's never shut.

His work bag was on the bed in there. His alarm clock from his side of ours. His book, the charger, and three shirts on their hangers, hooked over the top of the closet door because there's no rail in that room.

He'd done it before he left. Before the phone, probably. Before the coffee.

I stood on the landing outside a shut door in my own house with my hand not quite touching it, and there was nobody in there to knock for.

Then I went and sat on the end of my own bed and got my phone out.

Sunday. Just you. Bring nothing and don't tell anybody, including him.

Still there. Still unanswered, thirty-one hours old. And underneath it, in the same thread, the thing I'd typed at eleven the night before and not sent, which said I can't and which was a lie, because I could, and because tomorrow was Sunday, and because he'd said six o'clock and she hadn't said a time at all.

Two appointments on one day, and a whole night to work out how to keep both.
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Ianswered it at ten past seven on Sunday morning, after a night in my own bed on my own with the door open so I could hear whether anybody came back, which nobody did.

I'm coming. I'll be there at nine. I'm going to tell him everything tonight, all of it, so this is the last one that's a secret.

She replied at seven-twelve.

I have since noticed who I told first. I noticed it at the time as well.

Then come at nine and don't wear anything you mind about.

The street was a mess. That's the thing I remember about the walk, sixty feet, at two minutes to nine on the fifth of July. There were folding chairs still out on three lawns and a collapsed gazebo outside the Fletchers' and a wheelbarrow full of empties at the end of Angela's drive, and the whole close smelled of last night's grill and wet ash.

Angela was out in a dressing gown with a bin bag.

"Gemma!" She has a way of saying a name like it's an accusation she's decided to forgive. "You missed a good one."

"Pete was at his brother's."

"So Dennis said." She knotted the bag. "He was asking after you, actually. His shoulder's marvelous, he says. He says you're a miracle worker and he'd like to know if he can start the bowling again."

"Tell him another two weeks."

"I'll tell him." And then, on the turn, in exactly the voice she uses about wheelie bins: "Rosa's doing the flowers now, you know. At the church. She took it over from me in the spring."

I said something. I don't know what I said.

"She's very good," Angela said. "Very discreet, Rosa. Doesn't say a word about anybody."

And she went in with her bag, and I stood on the pavement of the street I've lived on for fifteen years and understood that I did not know, and would never know, exactly how much of my life was already in general circulation.

Then I went next door, because that's who I was that summer.

Marcus was in the kitchen and Dawn wasn't down yet.

That gave me about four minutes with him and I want to put down what I saw, because I've spent nineteen years being paid to look at people and I've never once put it to a worse use.

He made me a coffee. He moved round that kitchen the way he moves, unhurried, everything in its place, and he asked about Pete without asking about Pete, and then Dawn came in behind him and put a hand flat on his back on her way to the kettle.

And he flinched.

Not visibly. Not in any way she saw, and she'd have seen it if it had been visible, because she misses nothing. It was about two centimeters of the right trapezius and a quarter of a second, and it's the single most private thing I've ever seen another person do.

I've watched that man be told what to do by his wife in front of two strangers. I've watched him hold his own cock and wait because she said not yet. He's never once flinched at anything Dawn did to him on purpose.

He flinched because she touched him without meaning anything by it.

And I thought about a Thursday in June, and a man who stopped in the middle of something, and put his hand flat on my breastbone, and said wait, let me have a minute of this. And I thought: that isn't a filthy man asking for a filthy thing. That's a man asking to be touched by somebody who isn't running a scene.

I didn't say any of it. That's the one restraint I managed all summer.

"She's upstairs," Marcus said. "I'm going out. I've been told."

"Marcus."

He stopped in the doorway with his keys.

"Thank you," I said, which wasn't what I meant and was the closest I could get.

"Right," he said, and went, and I heard the car, and I was alone in that house with Dawn for the first time since the mirror.

She came down in a shirt and nothing else and said, "Nine on the dot. You've never once been late for anything, have you."

"No."

"Right, then. Upstairs."

And I said, "No."

That did something to the room. She had one hand on the newel post and she stopped with her foot on the bottom stair, and she turned round, and for about a second and a half Dawn had no expression on her face at all, which I hadn't seen before and haven't seen since.

"No?"

"Not upstairs. Not the bedroom." My heart was going like a bird. "The chair in the front room. And you're not going to say anything unless I ask you a question."

"Gemma."

"You said you wanted me to decide something." I got my dress over my head in her hallway, which was the only way I was going to get through the next sentence. "I've decided. Sit in the chair."

She looked at me for a long time.

Then Dawn went into her own front room and sat down in the chair she'd put my husband in on Friday, and she did it slowly, and I could see that she wasn't in charge of it, and that she knew it.

I took her shirt off her. She let me, and she put her arms up when I needed her to, and she didn't say a word, and her hands went flat on the arms of the chair exactly where she'd made my husband keep his.

"Tell me if you want it stopped. That's your word, not mine. I'm borrowing it."

"I don't want it stopped."

"Then don't talk unless I ask you something."

I got down on the rug in front of her and put her knees apart and looked at her cunt in daylight.

All summer she'd been the one looking. This was the first time anybody had looked at Dawn's cunt, and it went through her. Her thighs went and her nipples came up while I did nothing at all.

"Look at the state of that cunt," I said. "Wet through, and nobody's touched it. Say what it is."

"It's my cunt and it's wet and nobody's touched it."

Her mouth did something.

"That's your line. I've heard you say it about your husband's cock twice and about my cunt once, and I've never heard anybody say it about yours." I put two fingers in her cunt and left them completely still, which I learned off her. "You're soaking. Say it."

"My cunt's soaking."

"Since when?"

"Since one in the morning on Saturday, when I sent you that text." Her voice had gone somewhere I hadn't heard it. "Before that. Since the mirror."

"Since the mirror." I curled my fingers and she came up off the chair about an inch. "You had two fingers in my cunt and told me it was yours for an hour. Was that true?"

"No."

"Say the true version."

"It was mine for an hour because it was the only way I could think of to get near you."

"Better. Now open your legs properly. I'm going to look at you for a bit."

She opened her legs properly.

I put my mouth on her cunt.

I'd never had my mouth on a cunt before, and everything I did with it I'd learned off the woman whose cunt it was, and I did it badly for a minute and then I did it well.

Flat of the tongue, all the way up over her clit and back down. No cleverness. Slow. Exactly what her husband does, which she taught him.

"Fuck," Dawn said. "Fuck. My clit. Your mouth on my clit. Gemma."

I came off her.

"I didn't ask you anything."

"I know."

"Hands."

She put her hands back on the arms of the chair, and her fingers were shaking.

"Now. What have I got?"

"Your mouth on my cunt."

"And?"

"Your tongue on my clit. Two fingers in my cunt."

"And what do you want?"

"A third. I want a third finger in my cunt and I'm not allowed to ask for it."

"Ask."

"Three fingers in my cunt. Please. And your mouth back on my clit."

Three fingers in her cunt and her heels came off the floor, and I put my mouth back on her clit and sucked it the way she'd sucked mine on a Saturday afternoon while I was too frightened to come.

"Say what your cunt's doing."

"It's gripping. Your fingers. Three fingers in my cunt and your mouth on my clit and I'm going to come on your hand, Gemma. God." Her hands were flat and white on the arms of the chair. "My clit's so hard it hurts."

"Good."

"Ask me something," she said. "Please. Ask me a question. I need to say something and I can't unless you ask."

I came off her cunt again.

"Finish the sentence."

"What?"

"Three weeks ago, on your bed, with your hand on my stomach, you said you're the first person who's and you stopped. Finish it."

And Dawn, naked in her own chair, with her cunt wet and my mouth wet and her hands flat where I'd put them, said: "You're the first person who's ever asked me what I wanted."

"Then tell me. In the words. You've made me do it in three rooms."

"I want your fingers back in my cunt and your mouth back on my clit and I want to come in my own chair with the woman from next door on the floor in front of me. That's what I want. That's the whole of it."

And her hands came off the arms of that chair and went into my hair, which was the one thing I'd told her not to do, and she held on.

I put them back.

She put them there again.

So I let her keep them there, which is the only instruction I gave that day that I didn't enforce.

"Put your mouth back on my cunt."

"More."

"Put your mouth on my cunt and three fingers in me and don't stop when I tell you to. Because I'm going to tell you to." Her voice broke in the middle of it. "I always tell people to."

So I did that, and she told me to stop twice, and I didn't.

"Gemma. Gemma, I can't, I'm going to..."

"You're going to come on my mouth."

"I'm going to come on your mouth. My cunt's going. Fuck. Don't take your fingers out."

"Say whose mouth."

"Yours. Fuck. Yours. Gemma's mouth on my cunt and Gemma's fingers in my cunt, and my husband can hear this, and I want him to."

She came on my mouth in about four minutes, with her heels up on the edge of the chair and both hands in my hair where I'd stopped putting them back and her cunt clamped round three of my fingers, and the noise she made wasn't a noise anybody would have written for Dawn. It was high and completely undefended and it went on longer than she wanted it to.

I didn't let her have it back afterwards.

That's the part I'd want somebody to know about me. She reached for me, and she was going to take over, and I put her hand back on the arm of the chair and said, "Again," and she said "I can't," and I said "You can, your cunt's still going, you told me that in this house," and she laughed for about half a second and then stopped laughing.

"Again."

"I can't."

"You can. You said that to me in this house with your fingers in my cunt and I believed you, so." I put my mouth back on her clit and my fingers back in her cunt. "Again."

She came again after that, crying and pretending she wasn't, with three fingers still in her cunt. And again after that, and gave up on the pretending, and said my name into her own ceiling like somebody who'd lost an argument.

Afterwards I got her shirt and put it round her shoulders, and got a glass of water, and didn't say anything clever, because she never had.

She sat in the chair with the shirt round her and her feet on the rug and said, "Right. Well."

"Dawn."

"I'm going to be a bit useless for about ten minutes and then I'll be fine."

"Take twenty."

She looked at the window for a while.

"He's in love with you," she said. "I expect you'd worked that out."

"He said your name."

"I know he did. That's not the same thing and you know it isn't." She turned the glass round. "He said my name because he was frightened. He's been married to me for nineteen years and I've been running him for nine of them, and he's never once asked me for a single thing, and then in June he asked a woman he'd met three times to hold still for a minute."

"Dawn..."

"I'm not asking you to do anything about it. I'm telling you because you told me at seven this morning that this was the last one that's a secret, and I've decided I'd like that to apply to me as well." She drank some of the water. "There's a photograph in the hall. The one with the four of us at the lake. The dark-haired one on the left is Kat."

"Who's Kat?"

"Somebody I did this to for two years, badly, in 2011, and lost." She put the glass down. "She'll be here on Saturday. She's the one Marcus writes to at Christmas and I don't."

And then she stood up, in her own front room, with her shirt round her shoulders, and said, "You'll want to be getting back. He's home at six."

I walked home at half past eleven.

I didn't do anything else until six.

I cleaned nothing. I ate a piece of toast standing up. I sat in our front room from about two o'clock with the television off, and I wrote things down on the back of an envelope and crossed most of them out, and at ten to six I heard the car.

He came in with his bag and put it on the chair.

"Hi," he said.

"Sit down. Please."

And I told him. All of it, in order, in about forty minutes.

He stopped me three times.

The first was early, at the clinic. He said, "Was the door locked?" and I said no, and he said "Right," and I understood that he'd needed to know whether I'd meant to be caught.

The second was in the middle. He said, "What did she say when you told her about Rosa?" and I said she asked whether I was all right, and Pete looked at the table and said, "That's a good question. That's the one I didn't ask you."

The third was near the end and he didn't say anything at all. He just stopped looking at me, and waited, and I had to keep going into the quiet, which is a thing he has never once done to me in sixteen years and which I'd like it known was worse than anything he could have said.

The clinic. Rosa's face. The screenshot and why I'd kept it, in the words I'd had in my head on Saturday and hadn't said. The Saturday afternoon and what I'd asked for and who'd been in the room. Sunday morning, an hour ago, in their front room, with her hands where I'd put them.

And then the two things I had never said out loud to anybody.

That in June a man had stopped in the middle of it and put his hand on my breastbone and asked for a minute, and that I had taken it away from Pete and kept it, and had known exactly what I was doing when I did.

And that on Saturday, at the end, I had said Dawn's name.

He didn't say anything for a long time. Long enough that I heard the fridge go on.

"Why now?" he said.

"Because you were right on Saturday and it took me a day to be able to say so. You used to know things about me. I stopped that. Not the sex, Pete. The telling."

"Right."

"And because I've never once proposed anything." I had the envelope in my hand and I put it on the table between us, which is the most ridiculous thing I've ever done and I'd do it again. "So I'm going to."

He looked at it. He didn't pick it up.

"Terms," I said. "Mine. Four of them, and they're not very good, and you can change all of them."

"Gem."

"One. Nothing happens that you don't get told the same day. Not asked. Told. Two. You get to want things out loud, and I don't get to decide in advance whether they're reasonable, which is what I've been doing since the barbecue." My voice went a bit at that point. "Three. The clinic never again, ever, and I'm not doing that one for you."

"And four?"

"Four is that I don't know if I can do this without her," I said, "and I'm not going to pretend to you that I do."

Pete sat at our kitchen table for a while with a bag still on the chair behind him and his hands flat, the way he'd been taught, in a house sixty feet from the woman we were talking about.

Then he picked up the envelope, and read it, and turned it over, and got a pen out of the drawer.
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Pete wrote his own item five on the back of my envelope on the Sunday night, in ballpoint, in his terrible handwriting, and it said:

5. I want to be asked. Not told after. Not managed. Asked, in words, in advance, like she does. I'll say no to some of them.

Then he put the pen down and said, "That's it, that's the whole list," and went to bed. In our room. He carried his alarm clock back across the landing himself and didn't make a thing of it, and I lay next to my husband for the first time since Friday and neither of us slept much and neither of us pretended to.

The party was the following Saturday. The eleventh.

I asked him on the Wednesday, at the kitchen table, in words, in advance, the way item five says.

"Dawn's doing a thing on Saturday. In the tub. Six people."

"Six."

"Us four and two others. A woman called Kat, who Dawn knew fifteen years ago, and somebody she's bringing." I made myself keep going. "I want to go. I want you to come, and I want to say now that I'm going to want things there, and you can say no to any of it."

Pete thought about it for a good long while.

"Who's the somebody?"

"I don't know."

"Right." He turned his cup round. "Can I ask you something and you answer it straight?"

"Yes."

"On the Saturday. When you went next door." He wasn't looking at me. "Did you go because I'd gone to my brother's, or would you have gone anyway?"

"I'd have gone anyway."

"Thank you," he said, and that was the whole of it, and he never asked me anything about that afternoon again.

I did ask him, once, in that week, what Dawn had said to him for two hours on the Fourth of July.

He thought about whether to tell me, which I watched him do.

"She said you'd come back," he said. "And that I should decide before you did whether I wanted you to."

That is not the sentence I wanted, and it was the only one I got, and I've had a year with it.

They'd lit the yard. I should start there. Not candles, nothing romantic, just the two floodlights off the back of the garage angled down into the hedge so the whole thing was lit indirectly and the water was the brightest object in it, and I remember thinking that a woman had stood out there in the afternoon and worked out sightlines again.

Kat was already in it when we got there.

Late thirties, dark, sharp face, a swimmer's shoulders. She looked at me the way you'd look at somebody who'd bought your old house. Not unfriendly. Interested in what I'd done with it.

"So you're the physical therapist," she said.

"So you're the photograph in the hall."

Something happened round her mouth. "She keeps that up?"

"She does."

"Well," said Kat, and put her head back against the edge.

The other one was called Tash and she was about thirty, blonde, cheerful, and had a laugh you could hear from the road. She'd come with Kat and she got in the water first and got out of her top before anybody had decided anything, and Dawn said, "There she goes," in the voice of a woman who has known several Tashes.

Before anybody had a drink Dawn did the thing she does, which is the least sexy two minutes of any evening she runs and the reason anybody comes back.

"Kat knows this and Tash has heard it in the car, but the neighbors haven't. Word's daylight. Anybody says it, everything stops, nobody asks why, and if you can't get the word out you tap twice on whoever's nearest and that counts the same. Nothing happens to anybody that they haven't been asked about first. Kat, tell them the other bit."

"She means she'll stop it herself if she thinks you've gone quiet," Kat said. "She did it to me twice and I was furious both times and right neither."

"You were furious the second time for about a year."

"I was."

"Anyway," said Dawn. "That's the admin over with."

I want to say something about the first hour, because it wasn't what I'd braced for.

Nothing happened in it. Six adults in a hot tub with drinks, in a yard, in July, talking about the fireworks and the HOA and Kat's job and Marcus's gutter. Angela's outside light went on and off twice. Tash told a story about a bachelorette that made Pete laugh so hard he got water up his nose.

My husband, in a hot tub, laughing, with a stranger's foot against his leg.

At about nine thirty the doorbell went.

Dawn got out, put a robe on, and came back four minutes later.

"Angela," she said. "Noise. She's got a clipboard, in case anybody was wondering whether she's got a clipboard."

"What did you say?"

"I said we'd keep it down after eleven, which we will, and I offered her a drink, which she took." Dawn dropped the robe and got back in. "And then she said, and I'm quoting, I'm not a fool, Dawn."

Nobody said anything.

"And I said, no, you're not. And she said goodnight and went home." Dawn picked her glass back up. "She knows, she's known for weeks, she's not going to do anything about it, and she's going to keep looking after Dennis's shoulder appointments and doing the church flowers schedule with Rosa, and every single one of us is going to live on this street for another twenty years."

"That's it?" Pete said.

"That's it. That's what actually happens." She looked at me while she said the next part. "Nobody comes and stops you. There's no letter. That's the bit people get wrong when they imagine this."

I got out of that tub about ten minutes later, and stood dripping on the flags in front of my husband, and said the thing I'd been carrying round since Wednesday.

"Pete. I'm going to ask you for something."

He put his glass down on the side.

"Go on."

"I want you in it. Not in a chair, not watching from the side, not sat where somebody's put you. In it, with all of us, doing whatever you actually want." My voice wasn't steady. "And I want you to say out loud what that is, because you've asked for exactly one thing all summer and it was to hold my hand, and I don't think that's the only thing you want."

Pete sat in a hot tub in his neighbors' yard with five people looking at him, and I watched his sternocleidomastoid come up on both sides, which is what a throat does when a man is about to speak and would rather not, and which I have seen perhaps four thousand times and never once on him.

"Right," he said.

And then my husband said, to the water, in a completely level voice: "I want Gemma on my lap with her back to me. I want to hold her while somebody else fucks her, and I want it to be me holding her, and I want everybody to know that's what I'm doing."

"Yes," Dawn said.

"And I'd like Tash's mouth on me while it happens, if Tash is agreeable, and I'd like to be asked first if anything's going to change."

"I'm agreeable," said Tash.

"Then that's what I want," Pete said. "That's my list."

I have thought about that a great deal since. He'd had two years of forums and three weeks of the real thing and a Saturday at his brother's, and what he came up with was better than anything I'd have written for him, and he said it out loud in front of strangers in a yard, and nobody laughed, and that's the entire argument for the way Dawn does things.

I got on my husband's lap in the water with my back to him and his arms round me under my tits, and Marcus came and stood in front of me and put his hands on my knees.

"Ask him," Pete said, into my ear.

"Put your cock in my cunt."

"Louder. Kat can't hear you."

"Put your cock in my cunt, Marcus."

"Water's a problem," Dawn said from the side. "Everybody up onto the seat. Gemma, kneel up. Pete, you hold her and you don't move your hands. That's your job and it's the best job here."

"I'll move them if I want to," Pete said.

There was about a second of silence in that tub.

"Fair enough," said Dawn.

So I knelt up on the molded seat with my husband behind me and his arms round me and my tits out of the water, and Marcus put his cock in my cunt in front of five people in a yard in July.

"There," Dawn said. "Look at that cunt take it. Look at the whole of his cock going into your wife, Pete."

"There she is," Pete said, into my hair, in a voice I'd never heard out of him. "There's his cock. I can feel it going into you from here."

"Tell him what it feels like," Dawn said.

"Full. God. My cunt's full." I got a hand back into Pete's hair. "Marcus, harder. My husband's holding me while you fuck me."

"I know he is."

"Then fuck me properly while he does it. All of your cock, every time, I want him to feel it through me."

He fucked me properly. Pete's forearms came up hard across my ribs and his cock went hard against the base of my spine and he held me through every stroke of the other man's cock going into his wife.

"Say what you can feel."

"His cock in my cunt. All of it, every time." I was already going. "And your cock against my ass. Both your cocks at once, Pete. Both of you at once."

"Christ."

"Say what you can see."

"My wife's cunt taking another man's cock," Pete said, "and my hands are the ones holding her open for it."

"Say the rest of it," Dawn said.

"Her cunt's wet enough that I can hear it. From here. Over the water."

Tash got round behind him and got Pete's cock out from under me and put her mouth on it, and I felt everything my husband did about it, because I was sat on him.

"Is that all right?" Tash said, coming off his cock.

"That's very all right."

"Say it properly," said Kat from the far side. "He's shy."

"Suck my cock," Pete said. "Please."

Tash laughed and put his cock back in her mouth, and my husband made a sound into my shoulder that I felt in my cunt.

"Tell me what she's doing to your cock," I said. "I want it out loud like I have to do it."

"She's got the whole of it in her mouth," Pete said. "And I've got my hands full of your tits, and there's a cock in my wife's cunt, and I'm not confused about any of it."

"Kat, come and put your cunt on Gemma's mouth," Dawn said. "She likes it and she won't ask."

"No," I said.

Dawn stopped, which I hadn't seen in eleven weeks.

"No mouthful," I said. "I want to be able to say there's a cock in my cunt while there's a cock in my cunt. That's the whole thing I like and you of all people know it."

There was a second where she was going to argue and then didn't.

"You're right," Dawn said. "Sorry. Carry on with her cunt, Marcus."

"I intend to."

Kat was up on the far edge with her heels in the water and her hand between her own legs and no interest whatsoever in hiding it.

"Don't mind me," she said. "Two fingers in my cunt and a nice view of yours. I'm having a lovely time."

And then Dawn came and knelt on the flags at the edge of the tub and put both hands on my face and kissed me, which was the only unagreed thing that happened all night, in front of her husband and my husband and the woman she'd lost in 2011. Then she put her forehead against mine.

"All right?"

"All right."

"Good. Open your mouth."

She kissed me again, filthily, with Marcus's cock still going into me, and I made a noise into her mouth and she took it.

"Now say it to me," Dawn said. "Not to them. To me."

"My cunt's going. Your husband's cock is in my cunt and my husband's holding me up and I'm going to come in front of all of you."

"Yes, you are. Say whose cock you're coming on."

"Marcus's cock. In my cunt. In front of my husband."

"Marcus, don't you dare stop. Pete, don't move your hands."

"I'm not moving them."

"Say it again," Dawn said to me. "The whole of it. Every word."

"His cock is in my cunt. My husband is holding my tits while another man's cock goes in my cunt, and Tash has got my husband's cock in her mouth, and I'm going to come on it in front of six people."

"Say it while she goes," Dawn said to him.

"Come on his cock," my husband said, into my ear, holding me. "Go on. Come on his cock, love. I've got you."

I came like that. My husband holding me up, another man's cock in my cunt, Dawn's hands on my face and her mouth an inch from mine, Tash with her mouth full of my husband's cock underneath us and Kat watching from the edge with two fingers in her own cunt, and I'm not going to tell you how long it went on or how many there were, because I've stopped counting.

"Where do you want it?" Marcus said.

"Not my call." I got my head back against my husband's shoulder. "Ask him."

There was about a second of nothing, and then my husband, over my shoulder, said: "In her cunt. Please."

So Marcus came in my cunt with Pete's arms round my ribs and Dawn's mouth still against mine, and said my name, and not hers. I heard him decide to. I've never mentioned it to anybody until now.

Then I got off my husband's lap and got out of the water and sat on the flags in a towel for a while, because I wanted to watch, and because I'd spent eleven weeks being the thing in the middle and I found I'd rather see it than be it for ten minutes.

That is the part of the night I'd keep if I could only keep one.

Tash got Kat off on the edge of the tub with her feet still in the water, unhurried, both of them laughing at something I couldn't hear, and Kat held Dawn's hand the entire time and Dawn let her.

Marcus put my husband's hand on Tash's back and said something to him, one sentence, and Pete nodded and did whatever it was and Tash said "oh, that's nice" in the tone of a woman being handed a coat.

And Dawn ended up in the corner of her own hot tub with her husband, and they didn't do very much for a long time, and then they did something quietly with her face in his neck. And I watched Marcus put his hand flat on her breastbone and hold it there.

Just that. Not moving. A minute, maybe two, in the corner of a lit yard at ten thirty at night with four other people in the water.

I turned round and gave them the back of my head, because some things aren't mine.

And at about midnight my husband said, "I want to go home," and meant it as a good thing, and we got out.

Dawn came to the gate with us.

"Same again in two weeks," she said. "Not this. Something smaller. You two, us two, and I'll cook, and nobody has to take their clothes off."

"That's a dinner party, Dawn."

"Yes," she said. "That's what I'm proposing. I've been running a scene since Easter because I didn't know how to invite you round. I'd like to try it the other way and see if I'm any good at it."

Pete laughed. Dawn hit him, lightly, on the arm.

"Bring the calendar," she said.

We went home.

Sixty feet, at ten past midnight, in bare feet on warm concrete, and Pete carried the towels, and halfway across the gravel he said, "We should still do September. The lake thing. I still want to do that," and I said yes before he'd finished the sentence.

I woke up at seven the next morning, which is a thing I do whatever happens, and I couldn't get back off, so I went down and made coffee and took it out into the yard in a dressing gown while my husband slept upstairs.

It was going to be hot. The roses needed doing again and the pot by the shed had dried right out and I stood in my own yard with a mug in my hand exactly where I'd stood on a Wednesday in June with a watering can.

And I heard my own house.

The kitchen window was open behind me. Pete had got up, and he was on the phone to somebody, and he was laughing, and then he stopped laughing and said something low that I didn't catch and wasn't going to catch, and then he laughed again.

I stood in my yard at seven in the morning with my back to my own kitchen and did not turn round and did not go in.

I'd like to tell you that I didn't want to know. That would be a nice place to leave it and it would be a lie, and I've been careful about those since the fifth of July.

I wanted to know very much.

I stood there and drank my coffee and let my husband have it, and that's the whole of what I learned that summer, and it took me eleven weeks and a marriage to learn it, and I'm not sure I'd have got there any other way.

Then the back door went and he came out in his shorts with two coffees, one of which was for me, and stood next to me in the wet grass and didn't say who'd been on the phone.

And I didn't ask him.


Untitled


Sixty feet is closer than you think.

If you started the Picket Fence Confessions here, the first one is waiting next door. OUR NEIGHBOR'S SON: a wife, a fence line, and the boy who wouldn't stop looking. Every confession stands alone. The street connects them.

Get Our Neighbor's Son → My Book

Be first to know when the next confession lands → cassiewilderauthor.com/#signup
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The Picket Fence Confessions

Book 1: Our Neighbor's Son → My Book

Book 2: Our New Neighbors (you are here)

Get the series in one click → My Book

Every book: one street, one marriage, one confession nobody was supposed to hear. Read in any order. The neighborhood connects them.

Free Cassie Wilder story for newsletter readers

RIGHT OF WAY — a hot little story you can't get on Amazon. → cassiewilderauthor.com/#signup

Craving something with teeth? The Denhouse Rules series:

Book 1: Up to Code → My Book

Book 2: Standard of Care → My Book

Book 3: Last Will and Testimony → My Book

The whole series in one click → My Book

Heroines with real jobs, three wolves apiece, doors off the hinges.

Follow Cassie Wilder on Amazon for release-day alerts → https://www.amazon.com/stores/author/B0GJRV95WY

A last word

Reviews are how indie books live, and how the fence gets repainted. Even one line helps. Thank you for reading, and mind how you go with your own neighbors.
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