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CHAPTER 1


“Don’t,” Vanessa said, from the sofa, head where it was. “Whatever you’re about to say about the heating, don’t. I’ve had a day.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything about the heating.” Joel got his shoes off in the little hall and came through. The flat was warm, actually, warmer than the bill liked, and she had the lamp on and the telly going with the sound down and her phone up in front of her face. “I was going to say you’ve still got your work face on.”

“I have not got a work face.”

He leaned over the back of the sofa and kissed the top of her head, and she tipped it back so he got her forehead instead, upside down, her hair everywhere. She smelled of the salon, that sweet chemical thing that never washed out.

“Hello, you.”

“Hello.” She caught his tie and pulled, lazy, just enough. “There’s a curry in the oven on low. I couldn’t be bothered to wait.”

That was Vanessa. Twenty-eight, and she still ate her tea at five like a kid, got hungry again at nine, and blamed him for it. She’d kicked her work shoes off by the radiator and had her legs up under her in the leggings she lived in. Even folded small on a knackered sofa she was the best-looking woman he’d ever been let near. He’d thought so the first night and he thought so now, and after seven years he’d stopped waiting for it to wear off. She was short. Small everywhere but the chest, and there she was a lot.

Big tits, the real thing, heavy and full and sitting high under a vest top with no bra, because she’d been home long enough to get out of it. A waist that went in and hips that came back out. A round arse she got from two evenings of yoga a week with the rug rolled back, and would have had anyway. A wide soft mouth, big eyes she painted bigger for work and let go tired at home.

Men looked at her. They always had. He’d spent half his twenties walking down streets beside her, watching blokes turn to look and then clock him next to her and fail to make it add up.

He fetched it from the oven and brought it through, and they ate on their laps with the telly muttering while she told him about her day. A woman in for a colour who wanted a refund on the last colour, which she’d had done somewhere else. A delivery to the wrong door. The new girl on reception who couldn’t work the booking system and cried in the back. Vanessa told it all in the voice she put on for it, doing the woman, doing the girl, her hands going, and Joel laughed in the right places because it was funny and because watching her do it was easily the best part of his day. Most days.

He told her about his, which took less time. A spreadsheet that was wrong. A meeting about the spreadsheet. Forty minutes of his life in a room where a man called Geoff said the word “granular” eleven times. Joel did claims for a logistics firm, so when a pallet vanished between a warehouse and a shop, he was one of the names on the email working out whose fault it was. Six years he’d been there. He was fairly sure two of the directors couldn’t have picked him out of a queue of two.

“Did you hear back from the bank thing?” she asked, meaning the deposit, the savings, the place that wasn’t this one they kept not quite moving towards.

“Same as last month. We’re forty grand off and we save about three hundred when nothing breaks, and something always breaks.” He said it light, because saying it heavy never helped and she’d had a day. “We’re getting there.”

“We’re getting there,” she agreed, and stole the last of his naan, and the deposit was dealt with for the evening.

They cleared up together after, like always, her washing and him drying, because the one time he’d loaded the dishwasher his own way she’d never quite let it lie. She had the radio on low and was singing along badly on purpose. When he went to put the plates back in the cupboard he ended up behind her at the sink instead, his hands settling on her hips, his chin on her shoulder, and she leaned back into him without being asked.

“You’re in the way,” she said, and stayed exactly where she was.

“I know. It’s a good spot.” He kissed the side of her neck where the salon smell sat strongest, and felt her go soft against him for a second, her arse pressing back into him, before she elbowed him off and flicked water in his face. He went hard at nothing, just the press of her, same as he had since the very start, and let it go, because that was only a Tuesday in their flat and always had been.

That was them. Years in, and he still couldn’t get past her at a sink without his hands going to her. He’d given up wondering whether everyone got this or whether they’d just fluked it, and decided not to look at it too hard in case it caught him at it and got taken back.

None of which the people who looked at her and then at him ever got: that they were happy. They’d got together at twenty-one, off a night out that was supposed to be nothing and never stopped being something, married at twenty-four in a function room neither set of parents loved.

She was the first girl he’d ever slept with. He was the only bloke she’d ever had.

People didn’t believe that last part the rare times it came up, and he never knew what to tell them. We’ve only ever had each other. It sounded sad or it sounded smug and it was neither. The sex was good. Warm, easy, known. The same few things in the same order with the lamp off, her on top and then him, a nice finish, a cuddle after. It had genuinely never crossed his mind they were missing anything, because he’d never felt the lack.

That was the marriage, the whole of it, the night the wine came out.
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It was a Friday and they’d both had a week, and Vanessa opened a bottle of the cheap red they bought six of when the supermarket ran the offer. By the second glass the telly had nothing on it and she’d gone loose and warm, the sure sign she was up for being daft.

“Right,” she said. “I’m bored. Entertain me.”

“I’ve been entertaining you all night. I did the granular meeting.”

“That was good. It’s run its course.” She nudged her foot into his thigh. “Let’s watch something rude.”

Joel laughed before he could stop himself, which was the wrong move, because it told her she’d landed on a real one. “Something rude.”

“Porn, Joel. People watch it. I read an article.” She was up on one elbow already, pleased with herself, the wine doing what it did to her face. “It’s supposed to be good for you. Couples that, you know. Together.”

“We’ve never.” He honestly couldn’t think of a time. In all that time the closest they’d come was a film with a sex scene that went on a bit, and they’d both pretended to find it boring.

“Then we’re overdue. Come on, don’t be a prude, it’s only a laugh.” She had her phone out already. It was where everything happened with her. He came round and got in beside her so he could see, his arm behind her, her warm all down his side, and she typed a phrase into the search bar he was glad no work IT team would ever read, and laughed at herself doing it.

What came up was the loud shiny stuff, which neither of them really wanted, all of it somebody’s idea of it rather than anybody’s. She scrolled, made a noise, scrolled. “God, no. Everyone’s so. I don’t know. Lit.”

“Lit.”

“Like a kitchen showroom. Where’s the, you know.” She kept going, and partway down she came off the big sites and onto the messier ones, and then onto a site he half knew by name and had never once had a reason to open. Roost. Grey boxes, small writing, little arrows for voting things up and down.

“Oh,” Vanessa said, slower. “This is real ones.”

It was. They’d dropped into a board, a corner of the site, and the whole board was wives. Other people’s. The name sat at the top in plain grey letters, WivesGoneWild, like a brand of crisps, and under it just rows of them. Real women in real bedrooms. The bad lighting, the unmade bed, the laundry basket you weren’t supposed to notice. They held the phone up at the mirror or had it held for them, faces cut off at the chin or turned away or, here and there, not. Posted by their husbands, half of them. The little account names said so. throwaway_curiouswife. mr_and_mrs_h. hubby_watches.

The temperature of the evening changed, and Joel didn’t have a word for what it changed to.

“People do this,” Vanessa said, half to herself. She’d stopped scrolling, reading the names. “Real people. With a normal kitchen. Look, she’s got our bin.”

She had. The same pedal bin, behind a woman bent over a counter for the phone. Vanessa laughed, but it came out oddly, and she didn’t take her eyes off the screen, and Joel was very aware of the warm length of her against him and of his own pulse, which had picked up for no reason he’d have owned to.

Under each one were the comments. That was the other part. People said things, stacks of them, voting arrows beside each, the good ones floated to the top. absolutely stunning [image: smiling face with heart-eyes]. lucky lucky man. perfect, more please. And cruder, further down, the ones that got voted up anyway. she needs sharing fr. bet she’s a proper goer [image: smirking face]. And under a woman who’d shown her face, blonde, ordinary, grinning, somebody had put 10/10 would not survive [image: loudly crying face]. instant follow. Strangers. Hundreds of them, by the little numbers, all of them in their own flats on their own Friday nights, looking. Joel read two of the filthy ones twice over without meaning to, felt his cock thicken against his jeans, and shifted so she wouldn’t catch it. He was already doing the thing he’d never tell her, fitting those exact words under a photo of Ness that didn’t exist.

“They’re not even,” Vanessa started, and stopped, and started again, quieter. “Babe. None of these are even that hot.”

She wasn’t really talking to him. She’d lobbed it out to see where it landed.
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“I’m serious.” She sat up properly, off his arm, turning so he got the whole of her face. Something in it he saw maybe twice a year. The competitive streak. The thing that won her pub quizzes she had no business winning. “Look at her. Four thousand people. Four thousand, for that. She’s lovely, no offence to her, she’s got a lovely. But come on.”

“You can’t say that about a stranger’s wife.”

“I’m not being mean, I’m being honest, there’s a difference.” She was scrolling again, with purpose now, hunting. “How do you even, hang on, there’s a thing, Top of the Month.” She tapped it and the board reordered itself. The best of them now, the ones whose numbers ran to five figures. She went down them one by one with the focus of a woman comparing prices in two shops, and Joel watched her do it and felt the old want shift in him.

Here was the part he’d never told her, not once in all of it. He’d packed it away so early and so well he mostly forgot it was there. He liked this, not the women on the screen so much as the fact of it. All that wanting, hundreds of strangers’ worth, aimed at one ordinary woman in a badly lit bedroom. The husbands who’d held the phone and known the whole town was looking and wanted it looking. He’d worked out young that some wire in him ran the wrong way. Twenty-one, across a sticky table from the fittest girl in the place, barely able to credit she was talking to him. He’d taken one look at how good she was, how settled-down and proper everyone took her for, and made a decision he never said out loud. He’d be the bloke she wanted. He’d never be the weird one. He wasn’t going to gamble the only girl he’d ever have by telling her his head went to places she’d never guess.

So he’d folded himself down to the size of the marriage and hardly felt the loss.

Until now.

Until her beside him, ranking other men’s wives like she was pricing them, chewing the corner of her lip.

“Mine are nicer than hers,” Vanessa said.

She said it to the phone,. Flat. A fact she was checking out loud. The woman on the screen had her top up and there was nothing wrong with her at all, and Vanessa was right, which wasn’t the point. The point was the little lift at the end of it, the question she wasn’t quite asking. His eyes dropped to her tits before he’d decided to look, and his head finished the sum for her. Thousands of them, easy.

“Ness.”

“What. They are.” Now she looked at him, and colour climbed up her neck and into her face, the wine and something under the wine. “Tell me they’re not. Go on, say it with a straight face, that if mine were up there, they wouldn’t.” She didn’t finish it. She set the phone in her lap, screen still glowing at the ceiling, and looked at him steadily, waiting, and Joel understood there was a wrong answer here and that the wrong answer was the careful one.

“They’d lose their minds,” he said. “You’d get ten times what she got. Have you seen you?”

It was true, and he meant it, and his stomach dropped to say it out loud. Vanessa went still. Then a grin broke over her, slow and delighted and shy at the edges, a look he hadn’t had off her in years. And there it was, the thing he’d been chewing on all evening. The wanting. Except it was pointed at his own wife now, his and God knows how many strangers’ at once, and her whole face had lit up under it.

“I’m just saying,” she said, and grinned at the phone, and let it go.
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They didn’t take it further than that, not out loud. She closed the board and put something on they’d both seen, and they finished the wine, and her hand landed on his thigh halfway down the bottle and stayed there, moving slightly, not really watching the telly at all. His blood was up in a way it didn’t usually get on a Friday with the plates still out. He was half-hard before the bottle was even empty, just off the hungry little focus she’d had on her face sorting those other men’s wives. He kept seeing her up there among them, his wife, climbing the rankings, and his cock gave a dumb twitch at the idea of strangers voting on her.

In bed it was the usual and it wasn’t. The lamp went off. She came up over him the same as always. But a charge ran in her that night he could feel under his hands, in how she moved, less for him than for some bloke who wasn’t in the room. He had his hands full of her, the heavy soft weight of her tits in his palms, her nipples gone hard under his thumbs, and she rode him slowly and looked down at him in the dark.

Then his head went sideways, sharp and present and uninvited. Four thousand of them. For a woman who isn’t even her. And mine’s up here doing this. Some bloke out there was lying in his own bed with his phone, scrolling past lesser women, and Joel had the real one working herself on his cock and nobody knew. Fuck. His hips came up off the mattress hard enough that she gasped, then laughed.

“Wow.” She pressed down on him, grinding slowly. “Hello. What’s got into you?”

“You,” he said.

“Mm. Liar.” She leaned down so her tits were in his face and her mouth came to his ear. “Picture it, then. God, you’ve gone so hard for it.” She bit his ear, soft. “Now stop being polite and fuck me.”

So he did. He got his hands into her arse and pulled her down hard onto him. He gave it to her harder than he had in months, and she took it with her head dropped and her mouth open. A low filthy run of words came out of her he’d never once heard before.

After, both of them wrecked and grinning in the dark, she reached over him for her phone and the light of it came up between their faces.

“Don’t laugh,” she said.

“I’m not laughing.”

“Take one.” She put the phone in his hand. She was flat on her back, flushed and damp, her hair stuck to her forehead, the sheet shoved down off her hips, and she laid one arm across her face and left the rest of herself lit grey by the screen. “Face out of it. You can’t see me, so it doesn’t count. It’s basically art.”

His mouth had gone dry. “Ness…“

“Just take it. For us, to see.” Small and certain at the same time, the certain underneath. “I want to see what they’d see.”

So he took it. He held his wife’s phone up over his wife and framed her the same as the men on the board framed theirs, chin down out of shot, all the rest of her in. Some stranger could be looking at this by midnight, his Vanessa, tits and flush and all, if she only pressed the arrow. The thought kicked low in him. The fake shutter clicked. And there she was on the little screen, flushed and used and his, looking like every reason a stranger ever lost the plot, except real, in their bed, their pedal bin just in shot behind her.

“Oh,” he said, quietly. He hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

Vanessa took the phone back and looked quietly at the picture of herself, longer than he expected, her thumb resting at the edge of the screen, over the little arrow that would have sent it anywhere on earth.

She didn’t press it. She locked the phone, set it face-down on the nightstand, turned in against him, and was asleep, or near enough, inside four minutes.

Joel lay awake with his heart still going. He watched the dark shape of the phone and thought about the photo shut inside it, made and not sent. It would still be there in the morning. So would whatever the night had just woken up in her.

Christ help him, he wanted to watch it move.
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CHAPTER 2


The bed was the last thing left to strip and Vanessa had been circling it all morning. She’d done the washing-up twice. She’d wiped the same patch of counter until it squeaked, stood in front of the open fridge for a full minute getting nothing out of it, and put a wash on that was mostly her getting an excuse to be near the bedroom. By half ten on her day off the flat was spotless and she was climbing the walls.

So she stripped it. The sheets still had last night in them, the warm slept-in smell of the two of them, and she balled them up against her chest on the way to the machine and felt daft and pleased with herself at once. There was nobody home to see it. She had the radio on loud in the kitchen and sang the wrong words to a song she liked, on purpose, the way you only do alone.

Her phone sat face-up on the nightstand, and she knew the photo was in it. She’d known since she opened her eyes. She got the clean sheet on, corner by corner, and lasted about as long as it took to tuck the last one before she sat down on the made bed and looked.

There she was. Flushed, grinning behind one arm, chin out of shot, the rest of her lit grey and shameless. Joel had taken it just like the husbands on that board took theirs, and he’d got it right, the angle, the lot, and the same swoop went through her she’d felt last night. Not at her own body, exactly. At the fact of it. At a stranger going still over her, miles off, the same as she kept going still over them.

“God, Vanessa,” she told the empty room, and put the phone down, and picked it straight back up.

She had no intention of posting it. That was settled, that was a different planet. But a person could look at the others. Looking was free. Everyone looked.

She went back to the board.

It loaded slow on the phone, the little grey boxes stacking down the screen, and she lay back across the fresh bed with her knees up and her thumb already going. WivesGoneWild. In daylight it should have read sad, all these strange women in their strange bedrooms, and a part of her kept waiting to feel sorry about it and never quite arrived.

She found the best-of again, the ranking, the ones whose numbers climbed into five figures, and went down them like a rail of dresses in the sale, this one and god no not that one. A redhead bent over a bathroom sink had nine thousand of the little hearts. Vanessa lay there and marked her seriously, the lighting, the pose, what she’d done with her hair. She marked her like a girl who’d just finished a course she did years ago.

She’s lovely, Vanessa decided. She’s genuinely lovely. And she’s got nothing I haven’t, plus a worse bathroom.

It was a mean little thought and she owned it. It just sat there, warm and certain, while she scrolled.

The comments were the part she could not put down. Under her a fella called northern_gent_88 had typed you’ve absolutely made my morning, polite as a thank-you note. more_please_x had put new favourite. that’s my day gone. Lower, where the votes thinned out, a WGW_legend got specific about what he’d do with her, and Vanessa read it twice and felt it land, warm and shameless and entirely unearned, on a wet afternoon, with the hoover still out in the hall. These men would never meet this woman. And here they all were in their own kitchens, wanting her hard enough to stop and write it down.

What would they put under me, she thought, and it went through her hot and cold at once. All those men looking, right this minute, and wanting her like they wanted that one in the bad bathroom. More, even.

Her hand had gone flat to her own belly over the old T-shirt before she noticed she’d moved it. She was wet. She’d been half wet since the bath she hadn’t run yet, since she woke up, since you’d be top of that board by the weekend last night in his voice, and now she ached with it. She pressed the heel of her hand down once, slow, through the leggings, and made herself quit, because she was saving it.
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She texted Joel before she’d properly decided to.

> Vanessa: babe this one has 9k and a face like a dropped pie [image: loudly crying face]

> Vanessa: im not being a cow

> Vanessa: im being CLINICAL.

The dots came and went. He’d be at his grey desk, sorting his vanished pallets, swearing blind nobody could find him there. The picture of him reading this with his work face on set her grinning to herself.

> Joel: clinical lol

> Joel: you’ve been on there all day haven’t you

> Vanessa: ive been doing HOUSEWORK

> Vanessa: [image: smiling face]

> Vanessa: ok fine. BOTH. dont tell anyone!

She rolled onto her front, propped the phone on the pillow, screenshotted her with the worst comment cropped in, and fired it over.

> Vanessa: 9 THOUSAND joel

> Vanessa: for that

> Joel: she’s alright

> Vanessa: she’s ALRIGHT he says

> Vanessa: so what would i get. go on. say a real number?

The reply took a while. She could feel him not wanting to put it in writing at work, glancing over his shoulder for whoever kept passing his screen, and she loved winding the handle and waiting him out.

> Joel: you’d break it

> Joel: you’d be top of that thing by the weekend and you know it

> Joel: now behave, somebody keeps walking past my screen.

She read you’d be top of that thing by the weekend about four times over. He’d said it flat, as a fact, which was the thing about Joel. He was hopeless at compliments and deadly at facts, and a fact off him landed twice as hard because he plainly meant it. He liked saying it. It had lit him up at that desk the same as it was lighting her up on the bed. Two of them at opposite ends of the same dull day, warm over one daft idea, and neither brave enough to say it out loud.

> Vanessa: by the weekend [image: smirking face]

> Vanessa: big words for a man hiding behind a spreadsheet

> Vanessa: what if i actually did it tho

> Vanessa: no face obviously. just the one you took

> Vanessa: imagine.

She sent it and wanted instantly to claw it back, not because she didn’t mean it but because she did, and typed out it weighed more than wine-drunk last night. The dots came. Went. Came again.

> Joel: imagine what

> Vanessa: nothing

> Vanessa: im JOKING

> Vanessa: [image: upside-down face]

She was lying and he knew she was lying. He let it go, the way he let everything go, and the letting-go sat there on the screen louder than a push would have. She put the phone on the duvet, lay flat, and listened to her own heart bang.
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Nothing else in the flat got touched.

She ran a bath in the middle of the afternoon like a woman in an advert, too much of the good stuff in it, balanced the phone on the cistern, and kept it shut. Made herself, and thought about the board the whole soak anyway. The shape of herself in the water caught her eye, her tits sitting up full and slick out of the bubbles, and for once she skipped the parts she’d usually find to be cross about. A stranger, she decided with the same flat certainty she’d had on the bed, would lose his mind over that.

Imagine being properly looked at again, she thought. Joel would want her in a coma. A stranger would get nothing for it and want her anyway.

She got out before she could finish the job with her own hand, because she was hoarding it now, banking the want up for him, and that was a brand new instinct too. She padded round the flat half-dressed, letting it hum under everything. At four o’clock she put proper knickers on. The black ones. For a Tuesday. She told herself the rest were in the wash, which was true, and which had sod all to do with it.

Leanne rang at five and Vanessa let it ring out, then felt bad, then texted busy bee!! call you tmoz xx and felt fine, because her sister would want a solid hour on the wedding and Vanessa had precisely no room for napkins today. She had room for exactly one thing, and it was upstairs in her phone, and it was due home at half six.

By six she’d done her hair while flatly refusing to admit she was doing her hair. By quarter past she stood in the kitchen, not cooking. A glass of the cheap red she hadn’t decided to open went warm in her hand while she listened for his key.

[image: ]


It turned in the lock and she set the glass down and met him in the hall before he’d got the door properly open.

“Hello,” Joel managed, and got no further, because she had a fistful of his coat and her mouth on his and was walking him backwards into his own flat with the door still swinging behind him. He made a startled noise into her mouth and dropped his bag. His hands came up and hovered, like he wasn’t sure he had clearance, which was him all over, even now, even with his wife climbing him in the hallway.

“Hi,” she said against his lips, and kissed him again, and put her hand flat over the front of his work trousers and pressed. He was already going hard under it. “Keep your coat on.”

“I’m keeping it on. It’s on.” He laughed, breathless, his forehead dropping to hers. “What’s all this, what’ve I gone and done to deserve…“

“Shush, you.” She didn’t want the talking. The talking would wake the part of her that overthinks everything, and she’d had all day with that part, and now she only wanted to do the thing before it found her. She kissed down his throat to the spot under his ear that always undid him, and worked the heel of her hand slowly up the length of him through the cloth until he was stiff against it and breathing rough over her shoulder. Her own knickers were soaked through and he’d barely cleared the doormat.

She had never once done what she did next. All this time, and she’d left it in some other sort of woman’s life, filed it under not-them. She gave that about half a second’s thought, kneeling down on the hall floor with her husband’s belt in her hands. Then she let it go and got his buckle open.

She got him out. He was thick and hard in her fist, the flushed head of his cock right there an inch from her mouth, and the plain sight of him like that pulled at her hard, a hot clench in her belly, sharper than she’d seen coming. She looked up the length of him at his face going slack and stupid, and answered the question sitting on it.

“I’ve wanted your cock in my mouth all day,” she told him, and meant it to her bones, and put it there.

“Oh. God. Ness.” He groaned it up at the ceiling.

She’d half expected to be useless. There was less to it than she’d built up in her head. She did what felt right and read it straight off him, her fist working the base where her mouth couldn’t reach, everything slick now and sloppy, spit on her chin and shining on his cock, and the reading-him was the whole prize. She had him completely undone. Big careful Joel, who hid behind spreadsheets and folded the tea towels, came apart against the wall with one hand braced flat on it and the other shaking over her hair, frightened to hold on. So she found his wrist and pressed his hand down into her hair herself.

She pulled off him wet to the chin and looked up. “Hold it. I want you holding my head while I suck you.” She watched his legs nearly go from under him at that.

Jesus.

He held it. His hips quit pretending to be still. She took him deeper to learn if she could, eyes streaming, gloriously past caring. And in the thick of it, mouth full of her husband, knees gone dead on the lino, her head went off to a place it had never been. To them. The strangers, the ones in their own kitchens with their phones, you’ve made my morning, the whole hungry lot of them. Right now some sad man is scrolling past a stranger bent over a bad sink, she thought, plain as anything, and he will never have this. He doesn’t even know to want it. And God help her if that wasn’t the exact thought that had her moaning around his cock, sucking him harder, dropping her own hand between her legs to where she was clenching on nothing.

“Ness, love, I’m going to cum, you’ve got to move…“

Joel to the bitter end, doing her the courtesy, giving her the out even now. She pinned his hip to the wall and turned it down flat.

“Don’t you dare,” she got out round him, filthy and thrilled with herself. “I want it. Cum in my mouth.”

He spilled with her name in it and his hand fisting tight in her hair, and she took all of it, every pulse, swallowed him down and held him through the shaking until he was wrung right out. Then she sat back on her heels, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, looked up at her husband sliding boneless down his own wall, and started, helplessly, to grin.

“Wow,” Joel said. He’d ended up half on the floor. “Wow. Okay. Hello. Vanessa. What in God’s name has got into you?”

“You did. Just now. Some of it.” She hauled herself up, knees cracking, and that set her laughing, and then he was gone too, the pair of them wrecked and useless in the hall with his bag where it fell and the front door still not shut.

“You’ve never,” he said, and stopped. “In seven years. You’ve never done that.”

“I know I haven’t.” She tucked herself in under his chin where she fit, his coat cold against her cheek, her pulse still going like a drum. “I know.”

[image: ]


They washed up on the sofa with the wine and a bag of crisps for their tea like a pair of students, her legs slung over his lap, neither of them all the way back to earth. He kept stealing looks at her. She let him have them.

“It was the board,” she said in the end, into her glass, half to the room. “If you’re after what got into me. That stupid board got into me.”

He stayed quiet, but his hand closed round her shin and he listened with his whole body.

“I had it on all day,” she said. “And I kept doing the sums. Her with her nine thousand and her grotty bathroom. And the whole time I kept thinking…“ She stopped, pressed the cold glass to her lip, and made herself say the bare version. “I kept thinking I want to win it. Which is mad, there’s nothing there to win. But I do. I want to beat the lot of them.”

“That’s not mad,” Joel said.

“It’s a bit mad, babe.”

“It’s a bit mad,” he allowed, and she felt him smile into the top of her head. His heart picked up under her palm where it lay on his chest. She’d have bet the deposit he’d thought about almost nothing else all day either, hunched at that grey desk, and just could not be the one to say it first.

“So what if we actually did it?” Quiet, this time. No laugh tacked on the end of it. “Not my face, nobody gets my face. Just the one you took already. Stick it up there with the rest and find out.”

She felt him go still under her hand, the held-breath kind of still, the kind that meant yes before his mouth had caught up.

“Find out what they’d say,” she finished.

He frowned at the telly he wasn’t watching for a good while. Then he said it, level and practical, and it was the most himself he’d sounded all night. “You couldn’t just put it straight up, mind. Not on there. You’d want a throwaway for it, a fresh account, your name nowhere near it, so it can never come back round on you.” He heard himself and went faintly pink. “If. Hypothetically.”

And that was how she knew. Joel would die before he led with a yes. But he’d already worked out exactly how a person would do it safely, sat at his desk all afternoon, homework quietly done on a thing he was still busy pretending he hadn’t decided.

“Would you make one with me, then?” she said. “Hypothetically.”

He didn’t answer that. He reached over instead and stole a crisp out of the bag on her stomach, which, from Joel, was as good as a signature on a form. So Vanessa lay back into him and grinned up at the ceiling and asked him nothing more. She wasn’t waiting to learn whether she’d do it. She’d known that since the hallway. She was only waiting for him to catch her up, and from the pink, three-jumps-ahead way he was busy not-answering, she was fairly sure that would be quick.


3


CHAPTER 3


The cursor blinked in the empty username box and neither of them had the nerve to fill it.

Joel had the laptop balanced on a cushion across both their knees, the lid tipped back to the angle that killed the glare off the lamp. Vanessa pressed in warm down his right side, her chin on his shoulder, close enough that he could feel her reading. The throwaway sign-up page sat there waiting. It wanted an email, which he’d already done, a fresh one with their names nowhere in it, set up while the kettle boiled. It wanted a password. And it wanted them to pick what to call themselves, which was where they’d stalled, because a name made it a thing.

“It can’t be anything that’s us,” he said. “Not your birthday, not the street, nothing a person could work backwards off.”

“I know, Detective.”

“I’m only saying. The whole point of it is that you can’t get found.”

“I heard you the first four times.” She knocked her knee against his. “Go on, then. You’re the careful one. You do the boring part and I’ll do the bit with a personality.”

So he did the boring part. He’d half-done it at his desk already, if he was honest, a whole grey afternoon of it between two pallet claims, talking himself through how a person stayed invisible doing a daft thing on the internet. He found the little checkbox that hid the account from search. Then he killed the setting that suggested you to people you might know, because the one cold horror in all of this was her sister scrolling past her own face on a Tuesday. The privacy page he actually read, which he’d have bet money nobody on that entire board had ever done.

“There,” he said. “Locked down. Nobody finds it unless we hand them the door.”

“My hero.” She said it dry, but she kissed the side of his head, and her hand was flat on his thigh and not going anywhere. The warm weight of her all down his arm made the locking-down very hard to keep his mind on. She’d come straight from the bath, hair up in the clip, an old grey T-shirt of his and not much under it, and the lamp put a soft line down the side of one breast where the cotton hung off her. He looked, because he always looked, and then made himself look back at the screen.

“Right,” she said. “The name. Give me your worst.”

He typed mr_and_mrs and a couple of digits, just to start, and she made the noise she made at a bad haircut.

“No. God, no, that’s every other one on there, we’d be the forty-eighth of them.” She took the laptop off his knee onto her own and bent over the keys with her tongue between her teeth. “It wants to say something. It wants a bit of, you know, swagger.”

“It wants to not get us sacked.”

“It can do both, babe, that’s called being good at things.” She typed, snorted, deleted it. Typed again. “What about, no.” Deleted. He watched her chase it down with the same drive she’d had sorting the board on Friday, properly out to win. He let her to it, because watching her decide a thing was its own evening’s entertainment and always had been.

“Go on,” she said. “You’re better at words than you let on. You did the granular meeting word for word. What’s us?”

And here was the trouble, because the true answer was sitting right there and he’d never have said it sober. The thing that was us, the whole running joke of the two of them, was that he’d married up and never got over it. He’d said it to her a hundred times, made it the joke before anyone else could get there first.

“Put punching,” he said.

She stopped and looked at him sideways. “Punching.”

“Punching above. That’s what I’ve been doing since the night I met you, isn’t it? Every photo of you on there, that’s the caption underneath it whether I type it or not. Bloke punching well above himself.” He shrugged, gone a bit warm in the face. “It’s deniable, it’s nothing a person could trace, and it’s true.”

She went quiet for a second, the good kind, and then a grin came up slow and pleased, and she typed it. punching_above. The little tick beside it came up green. It was free. Of course it was free. Nobody else had thought to name the account after their own luck.

“You’re not, though,” she said softly. “You never were. But we’re keeping it, because it’s funny, and because it’ll wind up every sad man on there who thinks he could do better.” She turned and kissed him properly that time, unhurried, her hand coming up to his jaw, and he forgot about the privacy page entirely.
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The bio took longer than the name and was twice the laugh.

She wanted a line under the photo. Everyone had one, she’d noticed, a little caption, and most of them were either filthy or trying so hard not to be that they came out worse. She read him a few off the board, doing the voices, and he laughed into his tea. Then she got serious about theirs, in the way she got serious about a thing she’d decided was hers now.

“Happily married,” she said, typing. “Start soft. Then something about just sharing what I come home to.”

“That’s nice, that. That’s actually really nice.”

“It’s too nice. It needs,” she chewed her lip, and added the little smirking emoji, and tipped her head at it. “There. Now it’s got a wink in it. Now it says I know exactly what I’m doing.”

“Do you, though?”

“No idea, babe. Absolutely none.” She said it cheerful and certain at once, and pressed save, and the line sat there under the blank square where the picture would go. happily married. just sharing what I’m lucky enough to come home to [image: smirking face]. A stranger’s account that was theirs, and Joel felt his pulse do a small stupid thing it had no business doing over a sentence.

Then the photo, which was the part neither of them had said out loud they were nervous about.

There was only the one. Her flat on her back, flushed and used, one arm thrown up over her face, the rest of her lit grey by the phone. It had lived on her phone all weekend, looked at and not sent. Now she airdropped it across to the laptop and it came up on the bigger screen, much bigger, the size of a thing you’d hang on a wall, and the room went quiet.

It was different big. On the phone it had been a private thing the size of a playing card. Up here it was, Christ, it was his wife, properly. The heavy full weight of her tits sat there with the nipples still hard, and the flush had gone all down her chest, and there was a damp shine on the inside of one thigh where the knee had fallen open. Her belly soft. Her chin out of shot the way he’d framed it, so you couldn’t have said who she was. You could only have said you wanted her.

“Oh,” Vanessa said, the same small sound he’d made taking it. She didn’t look away from it either. “God. Is that me? Do I actually look like that?”

“You look better than that. The photo’s not even keeping up.”

She went pink up the neck to match the flush on the screen, clinical and not clinical at all. “I look like a woman a man would lose his whole afternoon over.”

“You’d lose him a lot more than an afternoon, love.” His mouth had gone dry saying it. He was already doing the thing he’d done that first night and would never own to, fitting strangers’ words under the picture, hearing them talk about her. His cock stirred against his jeans at the thought of every one of them finding her tonight. He shifted. She felt him shift, and said nothing, but the corner of her mouth went up.

“That’s the one.” She dragged it into the empty square. It snapped into place. And there it was, the whole thing built. The name, the wink of a bio, his wife laid out grey and gorgeous under it, a finished post sitting one button away from the entire world.

Her thumb went to the trackpad and hovered.

“You don’t have to,” he started, because he was the brake, the one job he properly knew how to do.

“I know I don’t.” She wasn’t really listening. She had that locked-in look on her, the one that came out maybe twice a year. “Stop being lovely a minute. I want to.”
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She didn’t let him watch her press it. She turned the laptop a few degrees away, the way you hide a card hand, did something quick with her thumb, and set it flat down on the cushion between them face-up like it might go off.

“Done. Oh my God, it’s actually done. Don’t look at it.”

“You said don’t look at it, so I’m looking at the telly.”

“I can hear you wanting to look at it.”

They sat there. The telly was on, some property thing they’d both seen, a couple in hard hats deciding about a wall, and neither of them watched a second of it. The laptop lay between them giving off its small light. He felt her not-looking at it as hard as he wasn’t looking at it, the pair of them gone stiff on the sofa like the post was a guest they were waiting on. It was so daft, the two of them, grown adults shy over a thing they’d done on purpose. He started to laugh, and then she did, and she snatched the laptop up and clutched it to her chest and said right, right, just to see, and opened the lid.

Nothing, at first. A new post drops to the bottom of a deep pile on a Sunday night, and most of them sink without a sound. He knew that. He’d read about that too, at his desk, the quiet way he’d read up on the whole of it. Zero votes, no comments. Their little post with its big claim of a name, alone at the bottom of the sea.

“Give it a minute. People are still up, it’s just late…“

The little number ticked to one.

Vanessa’s hand closed hard on his knee. “That was a person. A real person just looked at me.” It went to four, then seven, while they watched, actual movement, the little arrow lighting green each time someone out in the dark decided his wife was worth the click. “Joel. Joel.”

“I see it.”

“Somebody’s looking at me right now.” She said it low, and he heard the charge come up under it. The same one that had been in her voice the night they found the board, except bigger now, because that night it was other men’s wives and tonight it was her. Out there, being seen this exact second by people whose faces she’d never know. The tally climbed past twenty. He had the laptop half on his own knee, his hand on the trackpad, refreshing, because she’d shoved it at him the moment it got real. You do it, I can’t, you do it. Just like that he was the one holding it, working the levers, and the small fact of that went through him hot and strange. He spent his days being a name on an email nobody read. And here he was running the thing a couple of hundred strangers were piling onto, his face as hidden as hers, his thumb on the button while they came.

“Twenty-six. Thirty. Hang on, there’s a comment.”

She made a noise like she’d touched something hot. “Read it. No, don’t. Actually, read it.”
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The first one was from someone called just_here_2_look, and it said, well that’s my Sunday ruined in the best way. instant follow.

Vanessa read it again over his shoulder. “He’s followed us. We have a follower, we have an actual fan…“ She scrolled on, greedy for the next one. “Go on, what else.”

That one was QuietAdmirer, and it was almost shy. Genuinely don’t know what to say. You’ve made an ordinary night into something else entirely. Lucky house. No emoji, no filth, just that, polite as a card put through the door, and something about it got her more than the loud ones did.

“Aw,” she said, actually softening. “Aw, him. I like him. He’s nice. We’re keeping him.”

“You can’t keep a commenter, Ness.”

“Watch me.” She was greedy for them now, and they came faster than he could read them out, the votes still ticking up underneath. A more of her, please, immediately. A row of the hot-faced emoji and nothing else. One that just said perfection, full stop, like a man laying down a verdict and walking off. And then, voted higher than the polite ones no matter how that worked, one from useher_well that read filthy. she knows exactly what she’s sitting on and she’s barely showing us any of it [image: smirking face]. Vanessa went very still reading that. Read it again. He felt the change run the whole warm length of her against his side.

“Right,” she said, and her voice dropped. “Okay. That one.”

“That one’s a bit much, Ness…“

“That one.” She turned and put her mouth at his ear, and her hand left his knee and went slow up the inside of his thigh. “Did you read it properly? Barely showing them any of it. They’ve had one photo, babe, one, and they’re already cross about how much I’m holding back.” She breathed it warm against him. “There’s hundreds of them out there gone stupid over one grey photo of me with my face cut off. Now think about the next one.”

He never got to hear the rest, because she put the laptop down on the carpet, still lit, still climbing, and climbed over into his lap instead.
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“Leave it on,” she said, when he reached to push the lid shut. “Leave it where I can see the number.”

So he left it on. It sat on the floor by the sofa, throwing grey light up the side of the telly cabinet, the numbers ticking up at the edge of his eye. His wife got her knees either side of him and pulled the grey T-shirt off over her head and dropped it. There she was, lit half by the lamp and half by all that stranger-glow. Her tits heavy and full right there in his face with the nipples gone hard, the same hard they were in the photo a hundred men were looking at this second.

He got his mouth on her, because he couldn’t not. He had a handful of her arse and his mouth round one nipple, and her hands came into his hair holding him there, and over the top of his head she was watching the screen. He felt it. Her breath caught every time that arrow must have lit. The looking did more to her than he ever had on his own, and Christ, that should have hurt. It didn’t. It pulled the lid off the thing in him he’d sat on for years, and it came up wanting it as bad as she did.

Forty comments now, his head went, plain and present and dirty, while he sucked her. Two of them cross there isn’t more of her. And she’s up here with the lot out, working herself on me, and not one of them knows I’m the one who gets to. His hips pushed up of their own accord. She felt that too.

“There he is.” Low, pleased, rocking down against the hard ridge of him through his jeans. “There’s my filthy boy. You read that comment and your cock went so hard against me I felt it jump.” She reached between them and got his belt open one-handed, fast, nothing careful about her tonight, and pulled him out into the cool air and her warm fist and stroked him, slow and tight, watching his face go. “Tell me what they said. Say it back to me.”

“Ness…“

“Say it.” She squeezed. “What is it they’re so cross they can’t see?”

“All of you,” he got out. “They can’t see any of you.”

“Good boy.” She lifted onto her knees, dragged the leggings and the black knickers down and off and kicked them away, and came back down and notched his cock against her. She was soaking, wetter than he could ever once remember her being, the slick of her smearing along him before he was even in. She sank down slow with her forehead dropped to his and her breath ragged in his mouth. “Oh, God. Oh, fuck, look at us.” She held still there, full of his cock, both of them shaking. “All those strangers out there, desperate for one photo. And I’ve got the whole thing sat right inside me. Every inch of your cock, right up in me, soaked through, and not one of them has the first clue.”

Then she started to move.

She rode him slow and dirty with one hand flat on his chest and the other gone back into her own hair, head tipped, putting on a show she’d never once have known she had in her a week ago. He held her by the hips and let her run it, watching her tits move with it. The flush climbed her chest the same as it had in the picture on the floor, the picture the two of them were half-watching strangers love while he was actually buried in her. The tally rolled over to fifty. She saw it. He saw her see it, saw her chin come up and her whole body answer the jump, and she ground down harder and made a sound he’d never heard out of her, long and low and not for him at all. For the strangers, for the dark full of looking.

Fucking hell.

“They’re still going,” she got out, riding him, “the number’s still climbing, right now, while I’ve got my husband’s cock in me and they don’t even know it…“ Her breath broke. “Oh, fuck, that’s good, that’s so good. Come on, fuck me like the whole lot of them are watching me do it.”

“I know.” His hands tightened on her arse. “I can see it. I can see all of it.”

“You can see it.” She laughed, breathless, undone. “My careful boy, watching the numbers go up, hard as a rock and buried in me. You love them looking. You went stiff at the desk Friday and you’ve gone worse now.” She dropped so her mouth was at his ear, riding him through it. “Next time the face goes in. I mean it. Let them lose their actual minds.”

That did it to him. The next time, her already past tonight to the thing after it, pulling ahead the way she’d pull ahead at everything from here. He got both hands properly into her arse and pulled her down onto him and took over from underneath, fucking up into her hard while she gasped and held on.

“That’s it,” she got out, wrecked, riding the drive of him. “Cum in me, right now, while it’s still climbing. I want to be sat here full of you, reading out every filthy thing they think they’re missing.” She clamped down hard around him. “God, I’m right there already.”

She came first, one hand clamped over her own mouth and the other fisted in his hair, her cunt clenching around his cock in long pulls. He went a few seconds after, deep, spilling his cum into her in hot jerks, his face mashed in her neck and her name and nothing else.

They stayed stuck together like that a while, both wrecked, her heart banging against his chest. The lamp warm, the screen-glow cold, the property couple still silently arguing about their wall.

“Bloody hell,” she said into his hair, eventually, and he felt her start to grin against him.

[image: ]


Later, when she’d gone limp and heavy and three-quarters asleep across him under the blanket off the back of the sofa, he reached down and picked the laptop up off the carpet without waking her.

The numbers had slowed, but they’d climbed all evening. Followers, a small two-digit thing where an hour ago there’d been nobody at all. Comments stacked up he hadn’t read yet. He scrolled them slow and quiet, the one running the account doing the last round of the night while his wife slept on his chest. Most of them were the same warm filth. And then near the top, freshly posted and voted up fast, was one from a handle he hadn’t seen, and it wasn’t about her.

It was to them.

whoever’s holding the camera, it said. good man. now don’t be selfish.

Joel read it twice. Then he looked at the top of Vanessa’s head, asleep and certain and already three steps into next time, and back at the grey words from a stranger who’d seen straight through the photo to the man behind the phone. He should have shut the lid. He meant to shut the lid.

He tapped follow on the account instead, and turned the brightness down, and lay there in the dark with his wife asleep on him and the whole thing live and breathing in his hands.
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CHAPTER 4


Joel was knotting his tie at the mirror by the door when Vanessa started reading the comments out.

“QuietAdmirer’s back,” she said over the toast. “He’s so nice it actually hurts. Listen to this.”

He came back to the table to hear it, his tea going cold on the side. That was the rule now, four days in. Whatever the feed had done overnight got read out at breakfast, same slot as the radio news.

“Go on, then.”

“He says he keeps coming back to this one. Doesn’t usually leave comments. There’s just something about her, he says, and he hopes the two of us know how lucky we are.” She put the phone down flat and pressed a hand to her chest. “Joel. The absolute sweetheart. I want to make the man a cup of tea.”

“You can’t make a commenter a cup of tea, Ness. We’ve been over this.”

“I’d make him one.” She picked it back up, thumb going. She was in his grey work shirt and not much under it, hair still wet-dark from the shower, dripping a slow patch onto the collar, one knee up on the chair. The shirt had come open at the second button and the soft inner curve of one tit showed in the gap, and Joel looked at that instead of his watch, which was the wrong thing to be doing at ten to eight. “He’s our nice one. Every soap’s got a nice one. Then you need a villain.” She scrolled. “And ours is a beauty.”

“Do I want to know?”

“You don’t, and you’re getting it anyway. He’s called size_diff_enjoyer.” She rolled the name out, relishing it. “Two words and an underscore and you know the whole man. Here.” She found it and read it flatter, half a laugh under it. “’lovely girl. wasted on whoever’s holding the phone. she needs a proper cock, not whatever that is.’”

She looked up to catch his face. Joel kept it level, or had a go. The line dropped through him where it had no business going, a small hot weight, there and gone before he could stop it. He picked up his cold tea so his hands had a job.

“Charming,” he muttered.

“He’s vile.” She laughed, delighted. “We hate him together every morning, that’s his job.” She leaned to prop the phone against the milk, the cotton pulling tight over her nipples as she stretched, and went back to the toast, talking round it. “And there’s the rich one. GenerousG. He’s not even mucky, he just goes on about money. Pay good money to see more of this, he says. Pay. Who’s he think we are, are we a business?”

“We’re a throwaway account with one photo on it.”

“He doesn’t know that. To him we’re moguls.” She grinned at the phone, then at him. The wet hair, the open shirt, the morning light. Joel had the brief mad thought that he’d give a year of his life to phone in sick and go nowhere at all. “Eighty of them now. We were nobody on Sunday and now there’s a little crowd and they’ve all got personalities.”

“It’s the same as the salon, that,” he said, doing the tie up properly at last. “You describe your Thursday regulars to me in exactly this voice. The refund woman. The one who cries.”

She pointed the toast at him. “It is nothing like the salon. And it’s exactly like the salon. And I love it.” Then, light, swinging her knee, not looking up: “We should do a better one tonight.”

There it was. He felt the morning tip a degree.

He met her eye in the mirror. “The one we’ve got’s doing all right.”

“The one we’ve got, you took half-asleep, babe. No offence to it, it did a job. But there’s an audience now.” She drew the word out, mock-grand. “We could do a proper one. Set it up, give them something. Not the face, before you start. Just more of me. A good one.”

His mouth had gone dry over a slice of toast at ten to eight in the morning. They want more of her, his head said, plain and now. The cross one and the rich one and the sweet one, eighty of them, and tonight we hand it over. He went half-hard in his work trousers and turned to the glass so she’d not get the benefit of it. God.

“Tonight, then,” he said, to his own reflection.

“Tonight.” She said it back like a deal struck, and bit her toast, gone pink and pleased around it. “Now go to work before I make you late on purpose.”

He kissed the top of her wet head going past. Her hand came up and caught the back of his neck and held him a second longer than a goodbye, her thumb on the skin under his collar, then let him go.
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The office knew none of it, and that was the strange taste of the whole day.

He had a meeting at half nine that should have been an email. A load of garden furniture had left a depot in Rugby and turned up at the shop as less furniture than it set off as. Joel had read the file. He always read the file. He sat at the long table with his notes squared in front of him, put his hand up at the right moment, and said the thing that was actually the answer. The discrepancy was at the loading end, not in transit, because the weights on the outbound docket didn’t add up either.

A bloke called Dorian, who’d started in March and still called him Jamie about one time in three, talked over the back half of it. Nobody minded. They moved on. Ten minutes later he got there himself, by the scenic route, all on his own. The depot. The load. The paperwork that didn’t tally. Sandra from the warehouse side said, “Good spot, that’s it exactly,” and wrote it on the whiteboard, and Joel sat and watched his own sentence go up in another man’s handwriting.

He wasn’t even cross. That was the part he could never have explained to anyone. You can’t be cross about weather. He’d been the name on the email six years and he’d stopped expecting the room to turn his way a long time back. He could have stood on the table and recited every weight off the docket, and Dorian would have asked Jamie to pass the biscuits.

Back at his desk, low, screen tipped, he opened the feed.

The building tilted. It had been doing it for four days, this small private lurch nobody near him could feel. Up on the whiteboard he was a man whose own answer had someone else’s name on it. Down here in his lap, three hundred-odd people had looked at his wife since Sunday, and a fresh handful had stopped to say so while he was in the meeting. A new one, honestlystunned, with no words. instant follow. A row of red faces. A more of her please, we’re begging. Right this minute a couple of hundred strangers had Vanessa open on their phones, and not one of them sat in this room, and not one of them knew that the bloke who actually went home with her was eleven feet away being called Jamie. He shifted in the chair. Half-hard at a desk like a teenager, mouth gone dry. Some of them had her open right this second, cocks in hand over his wife, and he was the one who ran the page they did it on.

His phone buzzed in his jacket. Then again. Then a third time, fast, which meant her.

> Vanessa: babe > Vanessa: BABE > Vanessa: we cracked 80 i did a little scream in the staff loo

He glanced over the partition. Nobody. He thumbed back one-handed, drier than her, which she liked.

> Joel: a little scream > Vanessa: a CONTAINED scream > Vanessa: the nice one said good morning to us. to US. like we’re a couple he knows [image: pleading face] > Vanessa: and generousg’s banging on about money again, is he alright > Joel: leave the poor man alone > Vanessa: i’m FOND of him joel > Vanessa: ok mid colour cant really talk but > Vanessa: the bad one’s left another [image: weary face] he’s relentless > Vanessa: not telling you what it says. you can suffer til you’re home > Joel: that’s the cruellest thing you’ve ever done to me > Vanessa: i KNOW > Vanessa: ok mrs apsley’s foils are going crispy gotta go. love you account-runner xx

He sat with the dark phone in his hand a second. Account-runner. She’d taken to calling him it like a job title, half a joke, and it had quietly turned into the most senior thing he was. Out there he ran the account a few hundred strangers were climbing over each other to see. In here he was Jamie. He pocketed the phone and got on with finding the rest of the missing furniture, which was his actual job, and which nobody would put his name next to either.

The afternoon did what afternoons did. He worked. He cleared the emails. And every twenty minutes, when the screen-tip felt safe, he went back to it under the desk like a tongue to a sore tooth. Twice he opened a fresh filthy comment about her, some stranger spelling out what he’d do to her, and felt his cock thicken in his work trousers, and had to sit forward over the keyboard and wait it out. Half-hard the back half of the afternoon and past minding. He watched the count tick up. The day ran on two tracks at once. The grey one up here where he didn’t exist, and the live one in his lap, where his wife was the most looked-at woman three hundred strangers had clapped eyes on all week. By five he could not have told you which one he was more inside of, or which was more real.
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She had the laptop out on the coffee table before he’d got his shoes off. A glass of wine poured for each of them, the lamp down low, and the look on her.

“Right,” she said. “Tea first, or him first?”

“Him first. You’ve dangled it all day, you sadist.”

“I have, haven’t I.” She didn’t read it out this time. She turned the laptop round so he could read it himself, and watched him while he did, which she’d started doing lately and plainly enjoyed.

size_diff_enjoyer, again, voted up over the kind ones, the cruel ones always rising. she’s gagging for it and he’s not the man to give it to her, simple as that. do the right thing mate and post one where she’s getting properly fucked. you know that’s where this ends up.

Joel read it twice. The same hot drop as the morning, longer this time. Under it, the bloke-reflex he was meant to have, the one that should have wanted to put a fist through the screen. It came up thin and late and wouldn’t stand. His cock had stirred at it anyway, thickening against his jeans, the shame of going hard over a man writing him clean out of his own marriage. He drank some wine instead.

“He’s revolting,” Vanessa said, watching him, warm, “and don’t think I missed that.”

“Missed what?”

“You went quiet. Properly still.” She tucked her feet up and leaned into his side, wine on her breath, and put her mouth near his ear, dropping her voice low. “He’s horrible, and you went still reading him, didn’t you? Same as you did at that one on Sunday.” She sounded delighted. “He wants to see me properly fucked, that one. Wants you to film it and put it up where they can all watch. And look at you.”

He hadn’t got an answer for that, not in a lit room with the telly off. So he kissed her instead. She let him, and folded in, and for a minute the laptop and that comment and Rugby and Jamie all cleared off. Just the warm weight of her on his chest, and the cheap red, and the lamp.

“Tonight, though,” she said into his shirt, in the end, because she never let a thing drop. “You’ve not gone off it on the train home? Talked yourself out?”

“I’ve not talked myself out of anything.”

“Good. Because I’ve decided.” She sat up onto her knees, fizzing with it now, half-directing in the air with both hands. The light, the angle, what she’d have on and then not have on. “Nobody gets my face, I’m not daft. But the rest of me’s fair game, and I want a good one. Tits out properly this time, the lot, not a tease. One that puts your sweet QuietAdmirer in an early grave, and gets Moneybags reaching for his card, and finishes off our charming friend for good.”

“Do we know what we’re doing?”

“Less than none. And I’ve never wanted to find a thing out more.” She leaned in and kissed him, grinning into it, and climbed half across his lap to do it properly. His hands found the backs of her thighs through the leggings and ran up over her arse, and she made a low sound and pressed down onto him. Somebody out there is typing about my wife getting fucked right now, his head went, plain and live, and she’s grinding wet on my lap and I’m the only one who gets it. He was rock hard under her. “God, I could just sit on your cock right now,” she breathed into his mouth, rolling her hips down on him. “Sod the plan.” For a second it was going to happen right there, plan or no plan.

Then she pulled back an inch, flushed, bright-eyed, and laid a finger on his mouth.

“No,” she breathed, thrilled with her own restraint. “Tomorrow. We do it properly, good light, when it’s not a school night and I’m not half a glass ahead of myself. I’m saving it…“ She kissed him once more, quick, rolled off, and picked her wine back up like nothing had happened. Joel sat there with his pulse going and his jeans tight, and watched his wife bank a want up for a roomful of strangers like she’d done it her whole life, and felt the want in him stir and stretch awake.

“You’re a menace,” he told the ceiling.

“I’m a professional,” she said.
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He was first in the next morning, which he often was. He slept badly and the early train was emptier, and lately there was a reason to beat the building in.

The office at quarter to eight was a grey, switched-on emptiness. The lights came up on their own, the air-con ticked, a printer down the room warmed itself up for nobody. He didn’t take his coat off. He sat at the cold desk in the cold light, and before the spreadsheet, before the kettle even, he brought up the feed two-handed. No need to tip the screen. No one for a quarter of an hour yet to see what the invisible man did on his own.

It had climbed overnight. Nights were when they were all home, all in their own dark rooms with their own phones, finding her. Followers stacked up. Comments he’d not read. He scrolled them slow: the kind ones, the begging ones, the red faces, a lurker who’d finally spoken up to say they’d been there since the first night.

And the villain, near the top, floated up by people who’d never say it aloud in daylight. A fresh one. every time i see her i think the same thing. poor sod on the camera hasn’t got a clue what he’s let out the box. she’s going to leave him in the dust and we’re all going to watch it happen. enjoy filming while it lasts, mate.

The office hummed. The printer finished warming and sat there, ready, silent. Joel read it a third time, on his own, coat still on, in the one building on earth where nobody had ever needed his name.

He should have shut the laptop. He knew what the right thing was. He was the careful one. He didn’t do things like this. The cursor sat right by the little arrow under the words, the up one, the green one, the one he’d pressed for the nice fellow on Sunday and never once for anything cruel.

He looked at it. Poor sod on the camera. The bloke they could see. The one without a clue. They’d looked clean through the photo, the way Dorian looked through him at that table. Except they hadn’t, had they. They’d seen him exactly. They’d clocked the plain little man behind the phone and written him down to the letter and put him in the picture on purpose, and out here in the grey nobody-morning it came up in him warm and awful and close to being chosen.

He pressed it.

The arrow lit green under his thumb. One vote. His. Cast quiet in an empty office for the stranger who’d called him a poor sod who didn’t know what he’d let out the box. Nobody would ever see it. It was the most hidden thing he’d done all week, and the most honest, and he sat very still in his coat and let it be.

Then the lift pinged down the corridor, and the first of them came in, and Joel closed the lid, squared the pad, and was Jamie again by the time the kettle boiled.
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CHAPTER 5


Joel drove with one hand and ate a service-station pasty with the other, and Vanessa watched him get pastry down his fleece and loved him stupidly for it.

“You’ve got flake on you,” she said, after a mile.

“Where?”

“Everywhere. You’re a crime scene. Honestly, how do you sit through a meeting?” She leaned over and brushed at his chest, and let her hand stay there a second longer than the brushing needed, flat over his slow steady heart. Out the window the ring road did its grey thing, the big sheds of the retail park rising up ahead, half the car park empty, and the radio played something neither of them liked enough to change.

It had been six days. She’d done the maths in the bath last night without meaning to. Six days since they’d sat on the sofa fizzing about doing a proper one, a good one, tits out and the lot, and six days of neither of them saying another word about it. They’d read the comments at breakfast same as ever, cooed at the nice one, hated the villain together, and then got up and gone to work and come home and not done the thing they’d both gone bright-eyed over. She couldn’t work out whose fault that was. She suspected, in a way she was keeping well under the surface, that it might be hers.

“What do we actually need in here?” Joel said, indicating. “Honestly.”

“Bin bags. A bath mat, ours has gone all, you know.” She did a face. “Crunchy.”

“Romantic.”

“And I want to look at the lamps.”

“We don’t need a lamp.”

“I didn’t say need. I said look.” She unclipped her belt before he’d stopped the car, which he hated, and grinned at him hating it. “Looking’s free. Everyone looks.”

She heard herself say it and felt the floor of her stomach drop, because it was nearly word for word what she’d told the empty bedroom last week with the phone in her hand. Joel didn’t catch it. He was reversing into the space with the deep concentration he gave all the wrong things, tongue between his teeth, and she sat and looked at him and loved him and said nothing.

The shop was full of people doing exactly what they were doing, which she always found cheering. Couples pushing trolleys with one sad plant and a value pack of batteries in them. A bloke carrying a flat-pack to his car like a pallbearer. She held his sleeve through the sliding doors and the warm shop-smell came up, plastic and bread and cheap candles, and for a few aisles it was easy. They were good at this, years of practice. He read the list off his phone in his flat way and she ignored it, dropping things in as they went. He pretended to be cross about the things. The bath mat took eleven minutes because she made him feel both of them properly.

A man by the towels clocked her on the turn, a slide of the eyes off her chest and away again, gone before his wife looked up. She felt the little warmth of it land and move through her as it always had, except lately it didn’t go all the way out the far side. Lately it stuck low and started a small fire. Look at that, she thought, plain and shameless, the thought she’d never tell a soul. He’ll have forgotten me by the car park. And I’ve got hundreds of them who won’t. She had a board three figures deep of men who’d lost their afternoons over one grey photo, and here she couldn’t keep her own head straight past the soft furnishings. His hand landed at the small of her back, warm and absent, steering her round a stack of storage boxes, and she pressed into it without thinking and wanted, suddenly and badly, to be home.

“Lamps,” she said, to want something that was allowed.

He let her look. He stood holding the trolley while she turned the little ones on and off in their fake-cosy room. She was reaching for a price tag, half thinking about whether a warm bulb might be a better light for, well, for things, when a voice went off two feet behind her.

“Bloody hell. It’s the Hendersons.”

Macca. Joel’s Macca, from the five-a-side, big and ginger and grinning in a Forest shirt with a kid’s scooter under one arm and no kid attached to it. Vanessa’s whole body did a thing it had never had cause to do in a homeware shop before. It braced.

“Macca, mate.” Joel had gone into his bloke voice, easy and pleased. “What you doing this side of town?”

“Wife’s got me on a mission, doing the spare room, so I’m down here for a... I don’t even know what this is.” He waved it. “She’ll know. All right, Vanessa, you well? Keeping him in line?”

“Trying my best. It’s a full-time job.” Her voice came out completely normal, which surprised her, with her heart going like she’d run up the stairs.

They did the small talk. The football. Whether Joel was playing Thursday, somebody’s hamstring. She stood holding a lamp she’d stopped pretending to consider, waiting for it to be over. It was nearly over, right at the bit where everyone says right then and nobody moves, when he laughed at something on his own phone and said it.

“Here, you’re not on Roost, are you? You’ll have seen, then. There’s this board, mate, I shouldn’t even, with the wife in the next aisle, but the state of what’s on it now. Wives, like. Their own fellas putting them up.” He shook his head, delighted, scandalised, completely innocent. “I says to Dean, who are these women? Whose wife is that? Some lucky bastards out there, I’m telling you.”

The shop went very slightly underwater.

“Can’t say I have,” Joel said. He said it perfectly. He even did a little laugh. Vanessa would think about that laugh all day, how flat and easy he got it, butter wouldn’t melt, while she stood there with her tits eight inches from a man who looked at them most days on a phone and had no clue.

“You wanna have a look. Research.” He was already drifting away. “Anyway, tell your other half I said hiya, she keeps texting Char about the do. Good to see you, Vanessa, keep him honest.” And he was gone, off toward the tills, a big oblivious back in a red shirt, and she put the lamp down on the wrong shelf because her hands had stopped being reliable.

Joel breathed out long and quiet through his nose.

“Well,” he said.

“Don’t.” She was looking at the spot where Macca had been, and her chest was tight and hot, and she could not have told you with a gun to her head whether it was fear or the other thing. Because under the lurch, under the no-no-no, a second thing was rising she had absolutely not ordered, lower down and warmer and a great deal more interested. Big daft Macca, who’d looked her dead in the eye, who’d never look twice at her at a barbecue. Tomorrow he’d scroll some wives with his tea going cold, no idea on God’s earth that one of them was the Henderson he’d just caught holding a lamp. It went through her the same as the man at the towels, except this time it didn’t go out the far side. It pooled, low and soaked and certain, and she stood there and ached with it. He wanted her and he didn’t even know it was her.

“You all right?” Joel said. Quiet, reading her.

“I’m grand,” she said, and took the trolley off him so she’d have something to push.
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She didn’t get her head back the whole way round Tesco. They did the big shop on autopilot. She bagged things up at the self-checkout while a part of her that should have been ashamed kept going back to the lamp aisle and finding new ways to like it.

Leanne rang while they were loading the boot.

“Behave,” Vanessa told Joel, who’d started miming a phone at his ear and an hour on the call, and answered it. “Lee, hiya. No, we’re at the big Tesco, it’s carnage, what’s up.” She mouthed the wedding at Joel over the roof of the car and he mouthed something filthy back and she had to turn away to keep her voice level. “No, put Auntie Pam with the cousins, she’ll have a better time. Honestly, whatever’s easiest, it’s your day, nobody’s looking at the napkins, Lee.”

She listened to her little sister fret about the table plan and watched Joel stack the carriers, and felt the size of the thing she was carrying around. Leanne didn’t know. Her mum didn’t know. The girls at work didn’t know. A few hundred strangers knew more about Vanessa Henderson today than her own sister did. She stood in a car park holding a phone and felt, for one cold second, completely unreal. Then it tipped over, out of cold and into something with heat in it. All those men looking, and not one of them allowed her name. Her sister, who knew everything, and would die. And here’s me with my knickers wet in a car park over a bloke and a kid’s scooter.

“I’d best go, the ice cream’s melting,” she said, which was a lie, it was January. “Love you. It’ll be lovely. Stop it. Bye. Bye.”

She got in the car. Joel got in the car.

“Seating plan,” he said.

“Seating plan.” She put her head back. “If I ever start crying about chair covers, Joel, you have my full permission to leave me at a services.”

“Noted.” He started the engine, and then he didn’t pull off. He sat with his hand on the gearstick and looked through the windscreen at a man returning a trolley, and said it slow, not looking at her. “We don’t have to do the other thing, if it’s gone off for you. We did one, it’s up, and that can just be the thing we did. No harm done.”

He’d seen her go quiet in the shop and sat on it and waited until the car to hand it to her, in his nicest voice. She looked at the side of his lovely worried face and felt a rush of love and, God help her, a bit of fury under it, because he’d got it exactly backwards. He hadn’t put her off. He’d poured petrol on it.

“Drive the car, babe,” she said gently. “I’m fine.”

He drove the car. She watched the retail park slide off in the wing mirror and said nothing, and was already, quietly, working out the light.
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The afternoon was just an afternoon. They put the shop away. Joel went on the phone to his mum in the back bedroom for forty minutes, dutiful son. Vanessa wiped down a kitchen she’d cleaned yesterday, put a wash on she didn’t need, listened to the low rumble of him through the wall, and felt the day getting away from her.

It was the not-talking doing her in. Six days of it, and now a whole day on top, the two of them quiet and ordinary around a thing the size of the sofa. She kept nearly raising it and not. Said out loud, in daylight, with the strip light on and the dishcloth in her hand, it sounded mad. Was it mad. A married woman planning her own tits out for the internet between the bin bags and her sister’s chair covers. There was a version of this where she was a sad case, where Leanne put a hand on her arm, where the girls at work went quiet when she walked in. She knew that version was out there. She just couldn’t get it to feel as real as the other one, the warm one, the one where a stranger lost his afternoon over her.

She made a coffee she didn’t want and took the phone to the sofa while Joel’s voice went on through the wall, and she opened the app the way you press a bruise.

It had crept up again. She didn’t let herself look at the number, she’d promised herself that. She went to the photo, their one grey faceless photo, and scrolled the new ones under it.

> QuietAdmirer: hope she’s having a lovely sunday, whoever she is. came back just to say it again. you’ve no idea how much you’ve brightened up a quiet week for a stranger. that’s all. look after each other x

She read it twice and pressed her lips together and felt absurdly close to crying, which was the chair covers’ fault, probably. Their nice one, come back on his day off only to be kind to a woman he’d never meet.

Three down, a new one, a name she didn’t know, saved_her_friday, and it wasn’t kind at all.

> saved_her_friday: been in my saved folder since the first night and i had to finally say it. a hundred girls on here showing everything and she’s barely showing anything and she’s the only one i think about. please tell me there’s more coming. genuinely begging here.

The only one I think about. It didn’t land kind and it didn’t land filthy. It landed warm and certain, in the exact spot the man at the towels never quite reached anymore. Some stranger, on his own quiet day, banking her in a folder, coming back to beg, while her own husband kept quietly giving her room to say no.

Fuck this.

She didn’t decide it so much as find she’d already decided, somewhere back around the lamps. She put the coffee down and got up off the sofa and went and stood in the bedroom doorway, where Joel was sat on the edge of the bed saying yeah, Mum, no, I’ll tell her in his good-son voice. She waited for him to look up. Then she pulled her jumper off over her head and stood there in just her bra, and watched her husband forget every word his mother was saying.

“Mum, I’ve, er. I’ve got to go,” Joel said. “Yeah, Vanessa needs a hand with something. Love you. Bye.”

“A hand with something,” Vanessa said.

“First thing I thought of.” He’d hung up. He had not got up. He sat on the end of the bed looking at her with his phone going dark in his hand and his whole face open. “What are we doing?”

“We’re doing the good one. Right now, while I’ve got the nerve, before I think about it, because if I think about it I’ll do the bins instead.” She was already lifting the warm-bulbed lamp off the dresser, the one she’d argued for, the one she’d known the use of even in the shop. “Get the big pillows up the headboard. And get your phone, the good camera’s yours.”

He got up and did it. That was the thing she’d married. He’d leave her every chance to back out, right up to the line, and the second she stepped over it he was right there beside her, propping the pillows, sorting the light. He stood her against the headboard with the lamp down low and off to one side, the warm light raking across her instead of flattening her out. She reached back and unhooked the bra and dropped it off the side of the bed, and there she was.

“God, Ness.”

“I know.” She looked down at herself, full and heavy in the low light, her nipples up tight in the cool of the room. And the old commentary started in her head, the one she’d take to her grave. Would you look at the state of that. No wonder. “Tell me how to sit. You’re the eye. What do they want?”

“You don’t need.” He swallowed and lifted the phone. “Arm under them. Push them up. Not for me, I mean for the... yeah. Like that. God. Like that.”

She did it like that. She held herself up on her own forearm, heavy in her own hand, chin tucked out of frame, and she looked into the little black lens an inch over her husband’s concentrating face. She thought about all of them at once. The begging one and his saved folder. The nice one being kind today. The villain, who’d hate how good this was. And Macca, big oblivious Macca, scrolling tomorrow with his tea and no idea. Her whole skin went warm and willing under it. She was flushed down her chest and soaked already, wet just from being looked at, and she gave the lens the look she hadn’t known she had until last week.

“That one,” Joel said, low. “That’s it. Don’t move.”

He took it. He turned the phone round and showed her, and it was filthy and it was lovely, and you could not have told who she was if you’d sat next to her at the wedding. She took the phone off him with a hand that wasn’t quite steady, and cropped it, and found the upload arrow, and didn’t pretend to watch telly first or wait for a braver mood. She put it straight up, raw, no caption, into the dark where all of them were waiting. Then she dropped the phone face-down on the bed and turned round on her knees to her husband.

“It’s up,” she said. “It’s up, it’s done. Don’t say anything.” She got a fist in his fleece. “Get this off.”
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He got it off, and she got the rest of him off, fast and clumsy, the belt and her leggings and a sock that went somewhere. Then she pushed him flat and got over him. His cock was up hard against her hand, thick and hot, and she’d stopped being able to wait right around get this off, but she made herself slow for a second, because she wanted to look. She held him in her fist and looked at him, at the flushed head of him, at how hard her own husband had gone over a photo of her. Then she put her mouth to him just once, a slow wet drag of her tongue, and felt him jump and heard him swear at the ceiling.

But she didn’t want it sweet and facing him, she’d had years of sweet and facing him. She wanted the other thing. She got off him and turned and went down onto her forearms on the bed, her arse up, and looked back over her shoulder.

“Like this. Come on. Behind me.”

“Ness.”

“Behind me. Come on.”

He came up on his knees and took her hips in both hands, gentle even now. She pushed back at him, impatient, and felt the blunt head of him slide against her where she was soaked and open and had been since the shop. He pushed in slow.

“Don’t be careful,” she said into the duvet. “All of it. I’m not going to break.”

He gave her all of it, sank in to the hilt, and she felt it everywhere and made a noise that startled her. Then he started to move, both hands gripping, and she got a fist in the sheet and let her head hang and gave herself up to it. And the thing came up in her, plain and live and shameless now, while her husband fucked her from behind on the made bed. It’s live. Right now. The picture’s on his phone in his folder and he hasn’t a clue I’ve got Joel’s cock in me while he looks at it. The begging one. The villain. Macca, tomorrow, scrolling in his spare room. All of them on the front of her, on the tits and the warm light, the bit she’d let them have. And not one of them knowing she was bent over here, taking it from the plain husband none of them would look at twice, the one she actually came home with.

“Harder,” she got out. “God, harder, like you’ve been thinking about it all week.”

He stopped being careful. His hand came up the line of her back and pressed her down into the bed, and he properly took her, the slap of him loud in the quiet room. She reached down between her own legs and worked herself, and felt it stacking up fast and steep. She turned her cheek to the bed.

“There’s hundreds of them looking at my tits right now,” she told him, because she could, because he was the only one she’d ever tell, “and you’re the one with his cock in me. Say it. Say you’re the lucky one.”

“I’m the lucky one.” It came out of him wrecked, and his rhythm broke, and she knew she’d got at the part of him that lit up when she said the dirty truth out loud.

“Fuck me.”

She slammed back onto him, all the way down. “Properly. I want to feel it tomorrow when he’s scrolling past me.”

That tipped her. She clenched hard around him and went over with her face in the pillow and his hand spread flat between her shoulder blades, dragging it out loud and shaking, past caring who heard through which wall.

“Ness, I’m going to,” he managed, “I’m going to...”

“In me. Don’t you dare pull out. Fill me up. Cum in me.”

He spilled with both hands locked on her hips, her name buried in the back of her neck. She felt every pulse of it and pushed back greedy to take all of it. Then they came down in a heap, his weight on her back, the pair of them slick and ruined and breathing like they’d run somewhere.
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The phone had been buzzing a while. She felt it under her hip, face-down, going off in little patient pulses against her skin, and she didn’t pick it up. She lay under her husband with him going soft inside her and the new ones stacking up unread an inch from her belly, and for once she let them wait.

“That escalated,” Joel said into her shoulder, muffled. “From a homeware shop.”

“Shut up.” She was grinning into the pillow and couldn’t stop. “You loved it.”

He rolled them onto their sides without coming out of her, his arm heavy over her, and pulled the duvet up, and they lay in the wrong warm light of the lamp she’d bought for exactly this. She thought, drifting and sated and not sorry about one single thing, about Macca returning a scooter to a shelf. About Macca tomorrow with his tea. Whose wife is that. She’d stood there and let him not know, and she’d liked it nearly as much as this. That should have frightened her. Instead it was the warmest she’d felt all day.

Next time, she thought, she wanted Joel in it. Not his face, never his face. His hands. A man’s hands on her in the shot, gripping, so the begging one and the villain and even daft Macca could all see somebody was allowed to put his hands on her. She’d tell him later, when he’d had his afterglow.

She found his hand under the duvet and pulled his arm tighter round her. She lay there listening to the phone buzz against her skin and felt no fear in her at all, which was the one thing she’d never be able to explain to her sister.
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CHAPTER 6


The phone would not stand up on its own, which Joel took personally.

He’d tried it flat against the alarm clock, where it slid. He’d tried it leaned on the water glass, where it fell over the second he let go and lay there filming the ceiling. Now he had it propped in the gap between two paperbacks on the chest of drawers, angled carefully down at the bed, and it was holding, more or less, if nobody breathed near it.

“You’ve been at that ten minutes,” Vanessa said from the bed, on her front, chin on her folded arms, watching him with open enjoyment. “It’s a phone, babe, not the moon landing.”

“It’s the angle. If it’s too high you get the whole room and we look like an estate agent listing. If it’s too low you get up my nose.” He crouched and checked the screen, the little live picture of the rumpled bed with her in the corner of it. “And we want it where it sees what we want it to see and not what we don’t. There’s a science.”

“There is not a science. There’s a man who alphabetises the spice rack.” She rolled onto her side and the lamp ran down her. He stopped pretending to mind the framing and looked at her properly, because he always looked, and because tonight she was about to be put on show. She had nothing on. She’d come out of the bath pink and loose and got straight on the bed like she owned it. Her tits pushed full against her own arm where she was leaning on them, the nipples still soft, and the soft of her belly, and the line of her hip going down into the dark of the duvet. He felt the low pull of it start up just from looking at her.

“Come here and hold it level, then,” he said, to have something to do with himself.

“No. I drive, you point, that was the arrangement.” She got up onto her knees in the middle of the bed and pushed her hair back off her face with both hands, and the whole front of her lifted with it, and Joel forgot all about his angles. “Right. Show me what it’s getting.”

He turned the screen round so she could see. There she was in the little rectangle, kneeling, lit warm, headless. He’d got the frame to cut off clean under her chin, exactly the way they’d learned to do it. Her body, and not her name. She looked at herself in the small bright window of the phone and went quiet, pleased and a bit stunned at once.

“God,” she said. “That’s a filthy little picture, that. And there’s no me in it. There’s no Vanessa Henderson anywhere in that, that’s just a woman.”

“That’s the whole trick.”

“It’s a good trick.” She tilted her head and the headless woman in the phone tilted hers. “But it wants something it hasn’t got yet, doesn’t it? It wants…“ She looked up at him over the top of the phone, and there was the thing she got, the lit-up competitive focus she used to save for Christmas and a wedding and ran on most weeks now. “It wants a pair of hands on me that aren’t mine.”

She’d been moving them toward it for days. Since the homeware shop, since she’d said it in bed with her face mashed in the pillow. Next time I want you in it. His hands, not his face. A man’s hands on her, where the lot of them could see that somebody got to.

“You’re sure?” he said, and heard how stupid it was the second it left him, because he was the one who always asked first, he’d never once managed not to, and she was already grinning at him for it.

“Babe. Get on the bed.”
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He took his clothes off feeling, absurdly, watched, in his own bedroom, by a phone propped in a stack of books. He folded his jumper on the chair automatically, without deciding to, and Vanessa caught it and laughed at him, and that helped, because it was them, it was just them being daft in a room they paid rent on.

“Don’t fold it. You’re about to be a porn star, you can’t be folding.”

“I’m going to be a pair of hands. The hands don’t fold their jumper before, but the man does.” He got onto the bed behind her, on his knees. She settled back against him, the warm bare length of her against his chest, and for a moment it was only that. Her weight on him. The smell of the bath still on her. His cock was already coming up hard against the small of her back, and she felt it, and pushed against it on purpose.

“There he is,” she said, low.

“Tell me what you want, then. You’re the director.”

“Hands up. Here.” She took his wrists and brought his hands round and up the front of her and laid them over her tits, and made him hold them, and looked down at his hands holding them, and so did he. His hands looked enormous and pale on her in the lamplight, and her tits sat heavy in them, the weight of them filling his palms and more, and her nipples had come up hard now and pushed against the join of his fingers. “Like that. God, look at that. Look how that looks.”

He looked at it in the room and then he looked at it in the phone, the little live window of it, and his throat went dry. In the phone it was already not him. It was a body and a pair of hands, two strangers doing a dirty thing in a warm light, and one of the strangers was him and you couldn’t have proved it in court.

“Squeeze,” she said. “Properly. You’re not going to break me, I keep telling you. Hard. Like you’ve wanted to all day. Let them see whose hands these are.”

He squeezed. She made a sound and dropped her head back on his shoulder, pushing her arse back into him. He kneaded her tits in both hands, rough now, the way she was telling him, thumbing the hard of her nipples. And the present thing came up in his head, plain and live, while he did it. They’re going to watch this. Some stranger is going to have this on his phone in the dark and watch my hands do this and want them to be his. His hips went of their own accord, grinding his cock up against her. He’s going to wish he was the one who got to. And I am.

“You’ve gone hard as a rock against me,” she said, delighted, reaching back between them to find him and wrap her hand round him, stroking him slow against the base of her spine. “You feel that? You filthy thing. The second I put your hands on me for them.” She turned her head and put her mouth at his jaw. “Get the phone. Bring it down here where it can see how wet you’ve got me, and then put it back, and then I want your cock in me while it watches.”
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He did what she said. He reached over and took the phone off the books and brought it down low and close. He let it run slowly up her, up the front of her where his other hand was still working her tits, down over her belly, down to where her thighs were already open and her pussy was slick and shining in the warm light. Her breath went ragged at the sight of herself getting filmed an inch away.

“Christ, Ness, look at you. You’re soaking wet.”

“I know. I’ve been like this since you started faffing with the books.” She took the phone off him, propped it back in the gap herself, more or less level, fixed it with a look, and turned round on her knees to face it and face him both. Then she pushed him down. He went onto his back, his head off the bottom of the frame, his cock standing up hard off his belly. She came up over him and looked down at him, and past him, at the dark little lens behind his head. He watched her decide exactly what she was making.

She bent down first and took the head of him in her mouth, one slow wet suck, and watched his hips jerk up off the bed at it. Then she lifted off him, unhurried, in no rush at all now she’d got him there. She didn’t sink down on him facing him. She’d had years of facing him. She turned, one knee over, so she was sat above him with her back to him and her front to the phone. She reached under herself and held him steady and lowered down onto him slowly. The wet heat of her took him in inch by inch, until she was sat right down on him to the root. Joel’s hands came up to her hips on their own and gripped.

“Oh, fuck,” she breathed, all the way down, and rolled her hips once to feel it. “Oh, that’s it. Now they get the lot, don’t they? They get the whole front of me, and your hands, and your cock right up inside me, and not a clue who either of us is.”

She started to move. She rode him slowly, filthily, her back arched and her hands going up into her own hair, putting it on for the lens. Joel lay under her and watched his own hands run up the front of her, up her belly, up to her tits, gripping. He watched the little glow of the phone thrown up on the ceiling. His head filled up with it. They’ll see my hands. They’ll see the bloke who isn’t much and wonder what she’s doing riding him. He got both hands full of her tits and squeezed and she ground down hard and made the low sound that wasn’t for him.

“Talk to me,” he got out. “Tell me what they’ll say.”

“They’ll say look at her go.” She rode him harder, slapping down onto him now, her tits jumping in his hands. “They’ll say lucky bastard. And then they’ll have a proper look at the lucky bastard, won’t they?” She reached down and got one of his hands and dragged it between her own legs. She pressed his fingers to where his cock was sliding in and out of her, slick and shining, then up onto her clit. “And some of them are going to look at you and feel a bit sorry for me.” She laughed, breathless, wrecked, riding him through it. “And I’m the only one who’s ever going to know what your cock does to me. That’s mine. They can look all they want. It’s mine.”

It went through him hot and total, the spite and the love of it on one breath, and it got right into the part of him she’d prised open weeks back and not once let close since. He worked his fingers against her where she’d put them and fucked up into her hard. She came apart on top of him fast, clamping down around his cock. One hand flat on his shin, her spine going taut, a long broken noise dragged out of her toward the phone.

Holy fuck.

He held her hips and kept going up into her while she shook, and the want crested in him with nowhere to put it but the truth. “I’m close,” he said. “Ness, where…“

“In me. Cum right up inside me, fill my cunt right up.” She slammed back down onto him and ground. “And then you’re going to film your cum leaking out of me and we’re going to post it.”

That did it. He came hard, spilling up into her, his fingers digging into her hips, his heels driving into the bed, his head turned sideways and mashed against the duvet. Her name came out of him with nothing else attached to it. She rode him slowly and gentle through the last of it, all the spite gone out of her now, her hand reaching back to find his and lace their fingers. The pair of them wrecked and breathing and lit warm. And a phone in the books, quietly getting all of it.
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They watched it back under the duvet, the lamp off, just the screen between their faces. Her head on his chest, his arm round her. The small heat of the phone glowing up at the pair of them.

It was filthy. It was filthier than either of them had braced for. In the room it had felt like them. On the screen it was two anonymous bodies doing something the whole internet would lose its head over. There was no Joel and no Vanessa anywhere in it. Only a woman riding a man, the man’s hands gripping her, both of them headless and lit gold, and the wet sound of his cock going in and out of her. And at the end his cum sliding out of her, slow and shining, exactly as she’d promised it would.

“Bloody Nora,” Vanessa said, awed at herself. “We did that. Look at us. We’re good at this.” She scrubbed back through it, watching her own body move. “Look at your hands, babe. Big horrible lovely hands. Nobody’s going to be looking anywhere near your hands, mind, but they’re there. You’re in it. You’re properly in it now.”

He was. That was what sat there with him in the dark. From the first night he’d been the one behind the lens, hidden away the same as her, the man you couldn’t see at all. Now there was a clip on his own phone with him in it. His body, his hands, an ordinary bloke you could finally get a look at. And tomorrow he was going to hand that to a roomful of strangers and let them all have a good look at the nobody who gets to keep her.

She cut it down on the bed, the two of them shoulder to shoulder, trimming the front off where you could see the books and her tightening the last few seconds so it ended on the leak. Then she handed him the phone, like she always did the second it got real. You do it, you’re the account-runner. He lay there and scrolled the clip to find the frame for the still that’d sit on top, the thumbnail, the bit of it people saw first.

He could have picked any of it. He picked the one where you could see most of him. Not his face. He wasn’t an idiot, and his face had never been the point anyway. The one where his hand was spread wide and dark over the whole front of her and you could see the rest of him under her, the ordinary chest, the ordinary arm, all of him you’d never look at twice. He sat looking at that frame far longer than he strictly needed to. Then he put it up.

“Done?” she said, already going heavy and warm against him, three-quarters gone.

“Done.”

“Mm. Good boy.” She was asleep before the first vote landed.
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He read the first of them about himself on the train, standing up, holding the rail with one hand and the phone low in the other. The carriage was full of people going off to be nobody all day, same as him.

It had gone off overnight, the night ones always did, all of them home in the dark finding her. The clip had done numbers neither of them had touched before, the little count he’d promised himself he wouldn’t watch climbing past anything the photos had managed, because a photo you look at and a video you stay for. The kind ones were there. QuietAdmirer had come back, of course he had, almost shy about it. I’ll be honest, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see more than the photos. I was wrong. You two clearly adore each other, and somehow that’s the filthiest part of it. Stay safe, you pair. Joel smiled at that one, on a moving train, before he could help it.

And then the others, the ones the clip had let in for the first time, because for the first time there was a him to talk about.

One he didn’t know had got there first. so THAT’S whats been holding the phone all this time. bless him honestly. those little hands. mate youve started something you cannot finish, we both know it. It had a lot of votes. Below it, voted higher still, the villain again, size_diff_enjoyer, who’d waited for exactly this from the off and could not have sounded happier. finally we see the lucky boy. christ. expected a bit more than that to be honest. no wonder she only lets us see her end. step aside son.

His gut dropped away suddenly, the same as it had with Macca in the homeware shop, only there was no fear in this one.

Joel stood there holding the rail and read it twice and waited to feel insulted. He gave it a good few seconds. Nothing came. Or what came was so small and so beside the point that it embarrassed him. Because the thing that did come, the thing that had been turning up under everything lately, was warm and easy and not insulted in the least. Expected her to be carrying a bit more than that. They’d seen him. The whole point of cutting the faces had been so nobody could see them, and he’d gone and picked the frame with the most of him in it on purpose, and they’d looked at the bloke under his own wife and seen him for exactly what he was. He was half-hard on the 8:02, with the shame of it gone strangely quiet, and he could not for the life of him have told the man next to him why.
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The office didn’t know, and that was the taste of the whole half-day. He had things to do and he did some of them. The kettle. The emails. A claim about a pallet of decking that had got rained on in a yard in Coventry, which he sorted the way he sorted things, quietly and for no thanks. And every so often, when the room wasn’t looking his way, which was most of the time, he had the feed open in his lap.

It had grown all morning while he was being no one. More of the same had landed, and worse, and he read every word.

GenerousG had surfaced doing his thing, mock-grand and all about money. whoever’s running this account is sitting on an absolute goldmine and hasn’t twigged. that’s all i’ll say. a goldmine. Joel snorted quietly at that. There was one underneath it that just said the LUCKY of him.

And then the villain again, sitting up near the top where the worst ones always seemed to settle. telling you now mate. you film yourself handing her to a proper one and this does ten times the numbers. youre just waiting for permission. youve got ours.

Joel sat at the cold desk in the grey light, his decking claim half-finished, and read that one a third time. The open-plan went on around him, and not one person in it had any reason to glance his way. You’re just waiting for permission. He thought about the frame he’d chosen last night, the one that showed the most of him. He hadn’t picked it by accident and he knew it. He’d wanted, he could admit it now, sitting there as Jamie among people who’d never quite registered he was in the building, exactly this. To be looked at and found short and to feel it go off in him warm. The wanting them to see how little he was next to her, how much more she could be having, how badly she was throwing herself away on the bloke with the phone.

He shut the laptop and sat with both hands flat on the cold lid of it. He didn’t upvote anything, and he didn’t reply, and he didn’t put it away either. He sat looking at the villain’s words a long quiet minute. Then he opened up the new post to build, the bolder one she’d be wanting up by tonight. And he found himself thinking it, plain and certain, a thing he’d decided a long way back and was only now letting himself say. Next time I want more of me in it. I want them to get a proper look at the bloke. I want them to be right.
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CHAPTER 7


“He’s not even going to clock you’ve done anything,” Donna said, snipping. “That’s men. You could shave one side of your head and walk straight past him, and he’d ask what was for tea.”

“Mine notices.” The client tipped her head where Donna moved it. “He noticed when I went lighter. Took him three weeks, but he noticed.”

“Three weeks. Hold that up as the gold standard, will you.” Donna caught Vanessa’s eye in the long mirror and grinned. Vanessa grinned back from the desk and got on with the appointment book, because somebody had double-booked the eleven o’clock with the eleven-fifteen, and it wasn’t going to sort itself.

It was a Tuesday and the place was full and warm. It smelled of peroxide and the cheap vanilla diffuser Donna stubbornly refused to throw out. Vanessa liked Tuesdays. She liked the desk, the phone, the regulars who came in for a wash and a natter as much as the hair. Being the one you saw first suited her, the one who took your coat and put the kettle on and knew your daughter’s name. Six years she’d done it, and she was good at it. Some days she caught herself thinking she was the best thing about the shop, and then felt daft, and then thought it again.

She rebooked the eleven-fifteen for half twelve and rang to apologise. The chairs got swept. Three coffees and a peppermint tea got made, and she sold a woman a forty-pound bottle of shine serum she absolutely did not need. The morning went the way mornings went. Under all of it, low and private and on most of the time now, she was thinking about the number.

It had crept up again overnight. She wasn’t letting herself look properly, she’d made that rule and broken it twice already from the loo, sat on the lid with the phone tilted away from the door. The good one. The lamplit one, tits out, bent over her own forearm on a Sunday. Hundreds of strangers now, more than that, who’d quietly lost a chunk of their week over a woman whose face they would never get to see. They want her and they don’t even know what she looks like, she thought, settling a gown round a pensioner’s shoulders. Never seen her smile. They want her anyway. It sat low in her and warmed, same as it did most places now, the post office queue, the bus, here. She tied the gown off. Her face came back at her out of the mirror, lit hard and flat by the spots, and for a second she didn’t love it quite as much as usual.

Tash came in at half eleven with a coffee for everyone nobody had asked for, and the whole front of the shop lifted. Tash was twenty-two and new and did the colour. Properly trained, fast hands, and a face on her that didn’t need a single thing they sold off the shelf. The college lad delivering the foils went the colour of the foils. One of the husbands in the waiting chairs, in for his wife, glanced up off his phone at Tash crossing the floor, and his eyes did the old thing. The slide. That small helpless tilt of a man whose eye gets caught by a young one across a room.

He didn’t do it at Vanessa. She handed him his second coffee and he said ta without lifting his head. He was a perfectly nice bloke and it was nothing. There are men looking at me this very minute who’ve never met me, she thought, plainly, carrying the empties back to the little kitchen, gone soft in the head over one photo, and this one can’t get his eyes up off his phone. She stood a moment with the tap running over the cups.

She was twenty-eight. She knew she was being mad. She’d had a man’s eyes slide off her chest in a homeware shop nine days ago and gone home and posted herself half-naked to the entire internet over it. She had a folder of strangers begging. And here she was, at a sink, because a tired dad hadn’t looked up from his phone.

Both true at once, she thought, drying her hands, and she went back out front.
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Char texted at lunch, three in a row, the way Char did.

> babe SATURDAY > u still coming?? say yes i need numbers for the booth > wearing the green??? wear the green [image: weary face][image: green heart]

Vanessa thumbed it back one-handed between clients.

> obviously coming it’s ur BIRTHDAY > green it is [image: saluting face] > who’s all in

> me u macca’s coming god help us, dean, two of the girls from mine, that’s it > oh and macca said bring joel, wants someone normal to talk to [image: face with tears of joy]

She put the phone face-down and laughed, and the laugh went a bit funny at the edges. Char was lovely. The dress was a good dress. Saturday was a normal good thing, a birthday, a booth, a town full of people. A town full of people. She’d never once had a thought like that walking into a bar before in her life. She had one now, and it came with a little cold drop, and a hot one hard behind it.

“You’re miles away,” Donna said, going past with a tint bowl. “Good miles or bad miles?”

“Saturday miles. Char’s do.”

“Oh, the booth. Wear something that’ll get you a free drink.” Donna winked, terrible, fifty-three, and went off breezily to paint somebody’s roots. I could wear something that’d do a lot more than a free drink, Donna, Vanessa thought, and you’ve already seen most of it without the faintest idea, and she had to turn it into a cough.

The afternoon dragged. Her feet went. The dad collected his wife, the wife loved her highlights, and the pair of them left holding hands. Vanessa booked them back in for six weeks and watched them go, and the whole flat weight of the day came down on her at once. It was four o’clock. The light was going, her back had gone, and she’d been lovely to people since nine. Nobody had looked up. She’d been the face of the place all day, and not one person had actually seen her.

She got the bus home, because the car was Joel’s that week, and she sat up top with her cheek on the cold window and the phone in her lap. She opened the folder and read them the whole way, every one. By the time her stop came up she’d stopped feeling sorry for herself and started, very quietly, to feel something a good deal harder-edged.
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Joel was home before her, which meant tea was on and the kitchen was clean in the particular way he cleaned a kitchen when something was sitting in him he hadn’t said yet. He’d squared the tea towels. He’d stood the three sauce bottles up by height on the windowsill, a little family. He kissed her at the door and asked about her day, and she said long, knackered, Char wants us Saturday, and he said course, and stirred the pan. It was all completely lovely. She watched him line up a fourth bottle that didn’t need lining up and knew he’d had the feed open at his desk all afternoon, the same as her.

They ate. They watched half a thing. She had her legs across his lap on the sofa, his hand resting warm on her shin, the telly muttering to itself. And all the while she was back at the salon mirror under the spots, her face going ordinary at four o’clock, the slide of a man’s eyes that hadn’t come her way. The bus full of strangers who’d have crawled over glass for her and didn’t know her smile.

“I want to do the next one with my face in,” she said.

His hand went still on her shin. On the telly somebody won a holiday.

“Right,” he said, careful.

“Don’t right me. I’ve decided.”

“I’m not righting you. I’m just.” He shifted, got her to look at him, the soft fretting face she’d married, and she loved it and could have lobbed a cushion at it. “Ness. Once your face is up, it’s up. That’s the bit you can’t undo. The body, fine, that could be any woman in the country, you said it yourself, there’s no Vanessa Henderson in it. The face is you. My mum’s on Facebook. Leanne. The girls you work with. If one of them’s ever on that board for whatever reason, it stops being a body, doesn’t it? It’s you, and you can’t lift it back out of their head after.”

“I know all that.”

“I know you do. I’m saying it out loud because it’s my job to, and then you can tell me to shut up.” He ran a hand back through his hair, reaching for something to tidy and finding only his own head. “I’m not saying no. I’ve never once said no to you, have I? I’m saying it’s the door you can’t shut again, that one. And I love you. And I’d be a useless husband if I let you walk through it without making you look first.”

It was the most he’d said in one go all week, and all of it was true, and that was the whole trouble. She’d spent the day being the woman everyone looked clean through, and here was the one man on the planet asking her to stop and think before she let herself be seen. It made her want to do it more, not less.

“Get your phone,” she said.

“Ness.”

“Get your phone, babe. I’m not going to think about it. If I think about it I’ll do the washing up and go to bed and be cross with myself for a fortnight.” She swung her legs off him and stood, and pulled her work top off over her head right there in front of the telly, and dropped it on the floor. “You can be worried and take it. You’re good at the two at once.”
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He took her against the headboard with the warm-bulbed lamp she’d bought, low and off to the side, because she knew that light now. He got the pillows up without being asked. And this time she didn’t tuck her chin out of shot the way she had every single time before. She lifted it. She looked straight down the dark little lens of his phone with her whole face in it, hair down, lit gold, no disclaimer left anywhere in the frame, and she gave it the look she’d been growing all month. The one that said here I am, the lot of me, come and get it.

“Christ, Ness,” Joel said, low, and his hands weren’t quite steady on the phone. Even her own husband couldn’t hold it level once she put her face to it.

“Take it. Take it before I get sense.”

He took several. He turned the screen round and showed her, and there she was, all of her, the tits and the gold light and her face, her face, the woman off the front desk that not one person had noticed all day, looking like she’d swallowed the sun. It was the filthiest and the loveliest she’d ever seen of herself.

She took the phone off him and opened the board. Her thumb sat over the green arrow. The whole flat day had come down to that one button and the inch of nothing above it.

“You don’t have to,” Joel said quietly, from the bed. Still leaving it her call, right to the last.

She thought about the man in the waiting chairs. The spots flattening her out at four. Six years of being the first thing every customer saw, and not one of them properly seeing her.

“There she is,” she said, and posted it.

She dropped the phone on the duvet and turned round to her husband, and the day went out of her all at once. Something else came up where it had been, fast and hot and enormous, and she got across the bed and got her hands on him.

“It’s done,” she said. “Don’t say anything clever. Come here.”
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She wanted him facing her tonight. She’d had every other way this month, turned away, bent over, the camera shoved between them so the strangers got the front of her and Joel got the back of her neck. She didn’t want the strangers in the room tonight. She’d given them her face for keeps an hour ago. This was hers. She wanted his.

She pushed him flat and stripped the rest off him, the belt, the jeans, fast, her mouth going down his chest and his stomach. She took his cock in her hand and he was already hard, already wet at the tip, and she dragged her thumb up through it and he made a noise. Then she bent and took the head of him in her mouth, one long slow suck, deep enough that her eyes watered. She pulled off wet and watched him shine in the lamplight, and watched his hips chase the cold air where her mouth had been.

“Look at the state of you,” she said. “Hard already off one photo. You did that. You put it up and now look at you.”

“You can’t talk.” He got a hand in her hair, gentle even now. “You’re soaking. I felt it taking the picture.”

“I know I am. I’ve been like this all day, if you want it. On the desk. On the bus.” She climbed up over him, a knee either side, and held him steady, and rubbed the wet head of his cock up and down through how wet she was, slow, not letting him in. “You’ve no idea what I’m like on that front desk, smiling at the over-sixties. Soaked through. And in the morning they’re going to have my face.”

She let him in then. She sank all the way down onto his cock to the root, and the fill of it took the breath clean out of her, and she sat a second feeling him in her, her own weight driving him up. She put her hands flat on his chest and made herself go slow.

“Don’t close your eyes,” she said. “Don’t you dare. Look at me. I want you looking right at me.”

He looked at her. He didn’t take his eyes off her once. It was what she’d been starving for since nine that morning. She rode him slow, then less slow, her tits swinging heavy over his face in the warm light, and he came up off the pillow and got his mouth round one and sucked, and she gasped and ground down hard and held his head there. The wet sound of them. Her thighs slapping down onto his. His hands full of her arse, hauling her down onto his cock on every roll of her. They’ve got my face now, she thought, plain and live, riding him. Every one of them. They’ll know exactly who it is, this, her up here taking it. And it’s mine. All of it’s mine.

She felt it stacking up too quick. She lifted right off him, off the brink, slick and empty for a second, and made herself wait, and made him wait, loving how it wrecked his face.

“Fuck,” he got out. “Ness.”

“Shush. Not yet.”

Then she sank back down and let it build again, and this time she didn’t stop it. He got both arms round her and turned them over without coming out of her, carefully and not carefully at once, and got her under him with her thighs up round his waist. He looked down into her face. She pulled her knees back and took his cock deeper and held his eyes.

“Like that. God, like that. Look at me.”

“I’m looking. I’ve got you.” His voice had gone rough.

He fucked into her deep and slow, watching her steadily, the one man on earth who knew it was her. She got a hand down between them and worked her clit, and felt it climb steep and fast.

“They’ll see my face when I come now,” she told him, because she could, because he was the only one she’d ever say it to. “All of them. That’s me they’ll be wanking over. You put my face up there, and now every last one of them gets to know it’s me, getting fucked like this. By you.” She arched up off the bed. “Don’t pull out. Stay in me. I want your cum in me when I’m reading them.”

That tipped her. She went over with his name in her teeth and her heels locked at the small of his back, dragging him in, clenching round his cock so hard he swore into her neck. She rode it out under him with her eyes open and locked on his. Seen. Finally seen, by the one man who’d been looking the whole time.

Oh fuck.

He went a few more strokes and then he was gone, spilling up into her hard, his face dropped into her throat, his whole weight come down. She wrapped him up and took every pulse of it and held him while he shook.

“God,” he breathed into her shoulder.

“I know.” She was grinning at the ceiling, wrecked, her hand moving in his hair. “I know, babe.”
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The phone had been buzzing the entire time. Buzz after patient buzz, face-down somewhere by her hip. Now it lay there between them, lit and pulsing, a third thing in the bed. They looked at it. Then they looked at each other, and Joel said, “go on, then,” in the voice of a man who already knew, and she picked it up.

It had gone off like nothing before it. She didn’t say the number out loud and she didn’t let herself sit in it, but it had jumped a clear rung past anything the body alone had ever managed, and shoved her up the best-of-the-month somewhere she’d never sat. A body could be any woman in the country. A face was her. They lay in the lamplight with the screen held up between them and read them, his chin on her shoulder. It was the ritual, and it was the best one yet, and it had a set of teeth in it now that it hadn’t had before.

The nice ones were there. QuietAdmirer had got in early, of course, and gone strangely quiet and serious with it.

> and there she is. wasn’t expecting a face to make me feel protective but here we are. look after each other, you two. you especially whoever’s holding the phone… you’ve got the whole of it now haven’t you

She read that one out, and Joel went soft the way he always did about him.

And then the others. The ones the face let in, because a face changes how a man talks. The villain was up near the top where he lived, only he wasn’t laughing at Joel tonight. He’d gone somewhere warmer and a lot worse.

> well well. knew shed be a stunner. good girl. youve gone and shown us your face now love, no taking that back is there. youre ours now properly

Under it a new one, a lurker putting his head up for the first time in weeks of watching.

> been here since the start and never said owt. had to tonight. shes the one. dont let her stop

And under that, flat and certain and just possessive enough to put a finger of cold down her, a handle she’d never seen, going only: good girl. now everyone knows.

Mine now. Ours. Good girl. They’d never once said it like that to a body. They said it to a face. She lay there reading her own face owned out loud by men she would never meet in her life, and it went down warm and certain, the way it always seemed to with this whole stupid frightening business. She pressed back into her husband and felt him going heavy and gone behind her.

“You all right?” Joel said, three-quarters asleep, his arm coming over her.

“Mm.” She kept scrolling, slow, her face glowing up between their bodies, the little tally still climbing under it in the dark.

And then the thought arrived. The one she’d never had until tonight. It came plain and cold and not entirely cold. Her face was out there now. Not a body that could be anyone. Her actual face, the one off the front desk, the one she’d be carrying into town on Saturday in the green dress under the booth lights, into a bar full of men with phones in their pockets. Any one of them could have already seen it. Could be looking at it this very second. And then looking up at her across a dance floor in three days, and knowing.

She lay perfectly still in the warm and let it turn over in her, the cold drop and the hot one chasing it, and she still couldn’t have told you which she’d felt first.
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CHAPTER 8


By half eleven the account held more than Joel had read. He was working through it the way he worked everything at that desk, in a window the size of a stamp behind the spreadsheet, one eye up on the room. The room wasn’t looking. It never did. Most days that was the worst of the job. Lately it had quietly turned into the best.

The messages always came in filthier overnight, now there was a face on the page. Men got braver in the dark. `useher88` had fired off four of them, not a full sentence between the lot, just that mouth and the tits on her and a line about bending her over the front desk she sat at all day. A bloke calling himself `breedherproper` had sent a whole paragraph, and Joel skimmed it and then, despite himself, read it again properly, because it was about Vanessa, her exactly, what this stranger wanted to do to her and how. He’d fuck her stupid. He’d fill her right up. She was built for it and wasted on whoever held the phone. Joel sat there in the grey open-plan and read a man he’d never meet plan out his wife’s cunt in detail. Every last one of them desperate to get his cock in her, to take her off him. He felt it land in him heavy and warm, and was nowhere near ashamed enough of that.

He never answered those ones. He read them and he kept them, the way you keep anything that proves a thing you can’t say out loud. Half the men in this city are seeing to themselves over her right this minute, he thought, thumbing on down. On their lunch, like me. Strangers, every one of them, all of them wanting to take her, and she’s mine. She comes home to me. He was half-hard in his chair over a stranger’s paragraph, a slow ache of it building while he sat dead still, and he edged forward to the desk and got on with not feeling it.

Dorian came past for the kettle and said something about a pallet of tiles that had turned up smashed in transit up in Hull, and Joel said leave it with me, and Dorian called him Jamie and wandered off with his brew. Six weeks now and still Jamie. He’d given up putting him right. He sat there being Jamie. The truest thing he’d done all day was still the one job in the building nobody knew he had. A whole city of strange men in his pocket who’d have changed places with him on the spot.

He nearly thumbed straight past the next one. No photo on the grey circle, only a name with a year stuck on the end, and those were usually the worst, the one-handed brigade. He opened it to clear the dot.

> not being weird but i actually think i know you. or know her face now i suppose [image: grinning face with sweat]

He read it again. Something cold came up the back of him, slow, from low in his gut.

> that leopard phone case though. shes had that for ever hasnt she > used to see it about. small world. anyway tell her shes gorgeous, better for being a real person and not just a picture if that makes sense

Joel went still. The Hull job sat glowing behind the little window, half done, and he kept his hand off the mouse.

Her case. The daft leopard one with the beaded strap she’d threaded off a kit one wet Sunday in front of the telly. She took it everywhere. It lived out on the salon reception all day, every day, where everyone in for a wash and a chat saw it sat next to the appointment book. And there it was in the corner of the lamplit photo, propped on the side table in the warm light beside her, the only object in the shot with a name on it.

Shit.

He read it slowly a third time, hunting the threat in it, because a threat he’d have known how to handle. Be scared. Ring someone. There wasn’t one in it anywhere. That was the part that wouldn’t lie flat. The bloke was friendly. He’d even stuck a little laughing face on the end. He wasn’t after anything and he wasn’t warning anybody. He’d just reached in past the headless body and the neat crop and the whole clever year of it, put a hand flat on the one true thing in the shot, and told her, kindly, he’d seen her about for years.

Joel found he’d squared the keyboard dead level with the edge of the desk without deciding to, and was nudging the mousemat straight under his wrist, and he made himself quit it. He thought about ringing her, then pictured her face if the phone went mid-client and it was him with this in his voice. He thought about texting it, and saw the words sitting in her hand between a colour and a cut, someone knows who you are, nobody beside her to take her by the arm. No. He’d not do that to her at work, not with a full salon and three hours on her feet still to go. He’d carry it home.

He locked the laptop and sat a minute with both palms flat on the cold of the lid. The open-plan carried on round him, a printer chuntering somewhere, Sandra laughing over on the warehouse side, not a single head turning his way. He had never been so grateful to be no one to a roomful of people, and never so frightened of exactly that. He pocketed the phone, screen to his chest, went back to the Hull job, did about a tenth of it, and watched the clock the whole afternoon.
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Up until four o’clock or so, Vanessa had been having one of the best days of her life.

The face had gone up the night before and the world had come clean off its hinges. The whole morning she’d been lovely to the over-sixties with the secret turning over hot in her, low under the ribs, half-soaked over nothing, going flushed at the desk and having to walk it off. Twice she’d locked herself in the loo with the phone tilted away from the door. She wasn’t even reading them properly. She was just letting the number do its work on her, that lift, that little clench low down. Once she’d caught her own eye in the mirror over the basin, flushed pink to the ears, and whispered right out at it, “God, you dirty cow. Soaked at work over a photo of your own tits.” Then she’d made herself put it away and go and sweep up somebody’s grey before anyone wondered where she’d got to. Right now there’s grown men gone to pieces over me and I’m tucking a towel round Mrs Begum, she thought, doing exactly that. Hundreds of them, the lot of them lost over the lamplit one, her tits out and her nipples up under the warm bulb, and her face on it now for keeps.

Between a colour and a cut she texted him, fast, one thumb, grinning down at the desk.

> babe its MENTAL today > i looked for ten seconds in the loo and had to come out and act normal at deirdre > also i can still feel your cock from last night just so you know [image: see-no-evil monkey] you were a LOT

She watched the dots come and go and come back.

> good

Just that. She frowned, then laughed, because Joel under a pile of work went down to one word and it usually meant a meeting. She sent another.

> GOOD?? thats all i get?? i hand you my entire soul and a filthy text and you give me one word like youre buying a stamp > youd have got a lot more than a word off me last night and you know it [image: smirking face]

> ha. you would

She read it twice. You would. No daft thing back, no telling her off for being full of herself the way he loved to. She turned the phone face-down on the desk, told herself he was busy, put the kettle on for the half twelve, and didn’t quite buy it.

The thing about being properly looked at, this last month, was that it had handed her an ear for the opposite. She’d spent her whole twenties as the loud warm one everybody adored, and never once stopped to wonder if a room meant it. Now she could pick a flat note off her own husband out of a single word on a screen, and she didn’t much love what that said about her. She made Donna her tea, laughed at the booth joke, and carried the flat note round with her for the rest of the shift.

He was home when she got in, and she knew before the door had shut that something was off, because the telly was dark and there was no tea on and Joel was just sat at the kitchen table with his phone face-down in front of him. He never just sat. He got up the second he heard her. Tonight he came and met her in the hall, both arms, his face down in her hair, and held it a second past the usual, and she stood there in her coat with her bag still on her shoulder and felt the whole day finally tip over.

“Right,” she said into his chest. “What.”

“Let’s get your coat off you first.”

“Joel. You’ve done the worktops, you’ve gone quiet, you texted me like a hostage all afternoon. What is it.” She pulled back for a proper look at him, and there it was, the small flat face he got when the fear was real and the warmth went under, the one she’d seen maybe four times in seven years. “Babe. You’re frightening me now. Just say it to me.”

So he got his phone out and stood there in the hall and showed her, holding it where she could see, one arm still round her like she might go down. She read the grey circle and the name with the year on the end and the little laughing face, and the loud went out of her all at once.

She didn’t say a word. She got her own phone out of her bag, the case warm from her pocket, the beaded strap she’d made, and held it in both hands and couldn’t look away from it. She had carried this thing into work that morning. It had been face-up on the reception desk all day, the way it always was. Mrs Pryce and the college lad and the bloke who only ever looks at his phone and a few hundred others had all seen it sat there by the appointment book. Used to see it about. She’d set it on the bar in town. On the bus. On the edge of the sink at Char’s. It had gone everywhere her actual face had ever been, for years, before a single bit of this. A daft little flag she’d waved at the whole world the whole while. Here I am.

“Tea’s going to spoil,” Joel said, gently, with the house coming down round the pair of them, and she nearly cried and nearly laughed and managed neither.
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They ate about half of it. The phone lay between them on the table, face-down in its case, and neither of them moved it and nobody looked at it and it was the loudest thing in the room.

“Right.” Vanessa pushed her plate back. She had a bit of herself again now. “Come on, then. Let’s actually have a proper go at it. Who is he. Because I’ve been sitting here doing my own head in, and that’s no use to anybody, is it?”

“I don’t know, love. That’s the honest answer, and I’m not sure we can know it.”

“No, but we can try, can’t we? Properly.” She flipped the phone over and they leaned in across the little screen together, two heads down, and she went into the message and pressed his name. The profile came up and it was nothing at all. A grey circle, no photos, nothing posted, joined this month, following a handful of accounts that she scrolled through, all of them wives and girlfriends and the same boards she was on herself now. “He’s new. New on here, anyway. Set it up just to look, the way the lurkers do, like you said. A throwaway, only for the wives.”

“So he could be anybody, and that’s the bit I can’t get past.”

Joel had the level voice on. “He might be a regular who’s been clever and never once commented. Could be some fella off the street who’s seen you about for years and only put it together when the face went on. Or a client. Somebody who’s sat in your chairs.”

“In Donna’s chairs. I haven’t got chairs, I’ve got a desk.” It came out sharp, and she was sorry the second it landed, because he was only trying to help. “Sorry. Sorry, babe.”

“It’s all right.”

“It isn’t, though, is it. Because if it’s a client, Joel. If it’s somebody who comes in. Then they’ve sat there in front of me while I’ve made them a coffee and put a gown round them and asked after their kid, and the whole time they’ve had me saved on their phone, and they’ve known, and I’ve not had a clue. I can’t be doing with that one. It’s just…“ She stopped, and started again. “That one’s not the game, is it. The game was strangers.”

“I know it was.”

“The game was a thousand men I’ll never once be in a room with. That’s the whole thing that made it all right.” She heard herself then, and stopped, because she could hear herself drawing a careful little line round the bit she could still call hers, and she wasn’t at all sure the line sat where she kept putting it. The number on the loo lid had felt like strangers too, and it had felt lovely all month long. Last night she’d lifted her face up into the lens and handed them every last bit of it for keeps. Done it with her own two hands, dead certain of where the wall was. And here was a man with a laughing face on a Wednesday, telling her she’d never really known where the wall stood at all.

Joel reached over and turned it back face-down. “We don’t reply,” he said. “That’s the one thing I’m certain of. You don’t reply, you don’t delete, you don’t let on you’ve so much as seen it. Most of them, what they’re after is the jump, the reaction off you. Give him nothing back and there’s nothing there to feed, and the odds are he gets bored and he’s gone.”

“The odds are.”

“The odds are. I can’t make it better than that, love.” He never dressed a thing up past where it actually went, and just now she could have lobbed the teapot at it.

She got up and scraped the plates. She stood at the sink with the tap running too hot over her hands, looking out at the dark yard and the backs of the houses, every window lit yellow with a life behind it. For a month she’d felt the warm of being wanted run through her in every dull place there was, the bus, the queue in the chemist, this exact sink. It had been the best she’d felt in years. And it was the very same feeling running cold down her now, to the letter. A man out there, behind one of those yellow windows, had placed her off a phone case.

She turned the tap off and the quiet came up loud.

Joel came and stood at her back and got his arms round her, his chin on the top of her head, saying nothing, only the warm solid weight of him there. She leaned into it. After a bit his hand moved slowly down over her hip, and she felt him come up half-hard against the small of her back, and they could have. The want was there under all of it, the way it was always there now, even tonight, even in this. She felt herself clench round nothing, a low ache she could have turned round into. She put her hand over his and held it still on her hip and didn’t turn round, and he understood, and only held her.

“I keep thinking about Saturday,” she said, to the glass.

“I know you do.”

“All those people. The booth, and the whole town out in it.” She left it there. He had the shape of it. He kissed the top of her head and kept hold of her.
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Joel lay awake a long time after she’d gone under.

They’d talked till the tea went cold and then sat on with it cold and got nowhere worth the name. Now she slept on him, her breath gone slow and even, one leg thrown heavy over his, dead to the world and trusting it that way. Her phone was over on her side in its case, face-down where she’d set it. His was on his, and the account was inside his, and the message inside the account, the grey circle and the laughing face. Unread, so far as the man who’d sent it knew. He hadn’t answered it. He hadn’t deleted it either.

He lay there with the one thing the pair of them never said all night. They’d been over the bloke and over him again between them, a client, a regular, some fella who’d seen her carrying that phone into the Co-op for two years before any of it began, and not once, nowhere close, had either of them said the easy thing. Take it down. Stop. He waited in the dark to be the one who said it now, with her safe asleep and nobody there to hear him be the one to call a halt. It didn’t come. He looked square at the idea of saying it and still it wouldn’t come. And that put more cold through him than the message had. Lying there in his own bed, his wife’s leg over him, the whole daft frightening business of it carrying on quietly on the bedside table.

She murmured and pushed in closer and he got his arm round her and held on. Out there somewhere a man knew her off a leopard print and a face. And in three days she’d have the green dress on and be walking into a bar full of them.

Neither of them had got within a mile of stop.
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CHAPTER 9


She couldn’t reach the zip. It did up at the side, a little hidden one under her arm. She stood in the middle of the bedroom with her arm crooked up over her head, going babe, babe, come and do me up before I dislocate a shoulder. Joel set his cufflink down on the dresser and came and did her up.

He took his time over the last inch of it. The green pulled close as the zip rose, her back coming together smooth and bare under his knuckles, and when it was done she lowered her arm and turned round, and that was the part that stopped him.

He’d pictured this dress on her a hundred times over the last three days, ever since Char put the green into a text with two clasped hands after it. He hadn’t got close. It was cut low and square at the front and her tits sat up full in it, pushed close together, the soft tops of them out in the lamplight. It went tight at the waist and stopped high on her thighs, her legs bare and long under it, the good nude heels on. She’d put her hair up and left two bits down at the front. She was the first thing anyone would see walking into that pub, and the last thing they’d manage to stop looking at. He stood there in his half-done shirt, gone a bit dry-mouthed, half-hard over his own wife getting ready, and she knew it.

“Well?” She turned slowly for him, up on the heels, one hand out. “Is it too much? It’s Char’s night. I don’t want to be the cow who turns up looking like she’s the one having the party.”

“It’s not too much.”

“You’ve gone all funny.”

“I’ve not gone funny.” He had. He stood there in his half-done shirt with the want coming up quick and stupid, on a Saturday, in their own bedroom. Every bloke in that pub is going to look at her tonight. Every single one. He cleared his throat. “You look unbelievable, Ness. That’s the trouble with it.”

“That’s not trouble.” She came and got hold of his collar and did up the top button he could never be bothered with, her face close, smelling of the perfume she only got out for going out. “That’s the entire point of the dress.”

She bent to the mirror to do her mouth, and the skirt went tight over her arse as she leaned, and he stood behind her doing nothing about his shirt, his mouth gone dry and his cock stirring slowly in his suit trousers. She caught him at it and didn’t say anything, only held his eye and pressed her lips together on the lipstick, slowly, letting him look. She knew precisely what she had on. She’d known when she ordered it.

The cab was booked for eight. She dropped her phone in the little gold bag that didn’t fit anything, the leopard case bright against the gold for a second before the clasp went over it, and they both saw it and neither one said it. Then she finished her wine and put her hand out for him.

“Come on, you. Before I decide I’d rather stay in and have you instead.”

“Don’t tempt me.”

“I’m always tempting you. It’s exhausting, being this much for one man.” She was at the door already, coat over her arm, lit right up. “Char’ll murder me if I’m late. Move.”
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The Bell had done the back booth out with a bit of foil bunting and a card the size of a tea tray, and Char was already three drinks up and screaming when they walked in, out of her seat and over the floor with her arms wide.

“SHE’S HERE. Oh my God, the dress. Vanessa. Turn round. Turn ROUND.” She turned her by the shoulders like she was showing off a car. “I could cry, look at her. Right, you’re sitting next to me, I’m not arguing, I need you all night. Joel, lovely, you’re down the far end with the boys, sorry, it’s a girls thing, no offence.”

“None taken,” Joel said, and meant it, and got swept off down the table.

Macca was at the end with a pint already on the go, his big ginger head over a polo shirt he’d actually ironed for the occasion, the lines still in it. He pulled a chair out and patted it.

“Get in, mate, thank Christ. I’ve been sat here an hour while Dean explains crypto to a woman who runs a nail bar.” He shoved a menu over. “They’re doing two-for-one on the bottles till nine. I’ve made an executive decision that we’re getting the bottles.”

“Go on then.”

“That’s what I like about you. No deliberating.” Macca leaned in and lowered his voice to the volume of a normal man shouting. “Right, seriously. Char’s wanted a proper do for about a year, so whatever happens tonight we are having a brilliant time, all right. I don’t care if I have to fake it. She’s been planning this booth since March.”

“It’s a good spread.”

“It’s a brilliant spread. There’s bunting.” Macca looked genuinely moved by it. Then he was up and roaring at the bar for the bottles, and Joel sat in the warm of the noise and let it close over him, and it was nice, an ordinary good Saturday, and it took him roughly four minutes to start doing the thing he’d known he would do.

He watched the room watch his wife.

Two lads at the far end of the counter, mid-twenties. One said something to the other, and they both looked over at the table, at the girls, at Vanessa throwing her head back at a joke in the middle of them, the green doing what it did, her tits pushed up high in the low front of it under the pub lights. Someone going past with two pints lost his line for half a step and got it back. The barman set her fizz down and held the chat a moment longer than he’d held it with anyone else.

It was nothing. It was a Saturday night and a beautiful woman in a dress built to be looked at. Men looking at her was the oldest thing in his marriage. He’d always had the same quiet thought about it. That’s mine. Lucky me. Mind the step. Tonight it sat different on him. Any of them. He picked up his pint and looked at the two lads over the top of it. Either of you. The one with the pints. Him behind the bar. Any one of you could’ve seen her Tuesday with her face out and the lamp on her and not a stitch on her. Could be stood there right now with a hard cock, wanting to take her home off me, knowing exactly what she’s got on under it. And I’d never get a clue. It went through him warm and half-sick, and he drank to cover it, and didn’t manage to drink it off. He was half-hard in his suit trousers in a birthday booth, watching a roomful of strangers want his wife, certain at least one of them had already had her naked on a screen, and there was no decent name for what that did to him.

“You all right?” Macca was back with an armful of bottles. “You’ve got a face on.”

“I’m grand. Just realised I’ve not eaten.”

“Christ, don’t eat. It ruins the whole night.” He sloshed fizz into a glass and pushed it down the table. “Get that in you, you weirdo.”
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By half ten the table had loosened right out. The girls had done shots that came in test tubes, Char had cried twice, once at a speech somebody made and once at a song, and the booth was a forest of empties with one shoe in the middle of it that nobody would claim. Joel had drifted up to the warm end the way you do, and landed across from Vanessa with Dean wedged in beside her.

Dean had reached the stage of the night where he’d decided Vanessa was the funniest and most fascinating woman ever to draw breath, and he was making no secret of it whatsoever.

“No, but that’s what I’m saying though.” He had his whole body turned to her, elbow on the table, the picture of a man who reckons he’s doing well. “You can just say stuff, can’t you? Most people can’t. Most people you talk to, it’s like wading through treacle. You’re different, you, you’re just easy.”

“I’m easy now, am I?” Vanessa was loving every second of it, chin on her hand, eyes bright, egging him clean off the edge. “That’s going on my headstone, that is. She Wasn’t Like Wading.”

“I’m being serious.”

“That’s the real tragedy of it, Dean.”

“Macca. Macca, tell her I’m a catch.”

“You’re a catch, Dean,” Macca said, not looking up from his phone. “Someone’ll throw you back, but you’re a catch.”

The table went up. Dean took it on the chin, did a hand on the heart, ordered himself another, and turned straight back to Vanessa to carry on like nothing had touched him. And Joel sat with his pint and watched a man very openly want his wife from eighteen inches off, in front of the lot of them. Dean had his knee turned in toward her under the table, his eyes dropping to the front of the dress and coming back up, trying to be quick about it and failing at it.

Here was the thing Joel kept finding out about himself this month. In the dark, on the train, at his grey desk, and now in a booth that smelled of fizz and somebody’s perfume. He liked it. There was a jealous version of this, and he could feel exactly where it sat. He’d lay his arm along the back of the seat behind her, make a quiet point of it, mark his ground. He just couldn’t get to that version anymore. What came up instead was hot and shameful, and he sat dead still inside it. Go on, son. Look at her. She’s worth looking at, you’ve no idea. You think you’re doing well, getting a smile off her in a pub. There’s a thousand men online right now who’d hand over a limb to have her, and they’ve seen a great deal more of my wife than you’ll manage all night. He’d gone half-hard in his jeans watching another man want her across a birthday table, and there was no version of that he could dress up as decent, so he gave up trying to. The green pulled tight across her chest every time she leaned in to laugh. Dean’s eyes went down to them and came back up, and Joel watched another man’s gaze drop to his wife’s tits in a crowded pub, and felt his own cock thicken in his jeans over it.

Vanessa laughed at something Char said and her foot found his under the table. Just rested against it. She didn’t look at him while she did it. She was still all turned to Dean, still bright, still working him. But her foot pressed his ankle and stayed, and that was the whole of it. He pressed back. His heart was going like he’d run for a bus.

“I’ll get a round in,” he said, to nobody, and got up before his face did anything.
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The bar was three deep and he stood in it gladly, in the heat and the push of bodies, and let the racket have him for a minute. He got the order down and waited, and that was when he clocked the man.

Older than the lads. Forties, maybe. On his own at the turn of the counter with a dark drink, not drunk, not bothering a soul, an ordinary bloke in a good jacket having a quiet one. And he was looking over at the table. The young lads earlier had done the swivel-and-correct, a man noticing a fit girl and letting it go. This was steady. He had his drink and he watched them, working something out, and his eyes were on Vanessa, and they stayed.

Joel went cold under all the warm. Used to see it about, the message had said. Small world. He stood holding his tenner with the cold climbing the back of him, and looked at the man, and tried to read a phone in him. A screen. A leopard case seen once on a reception desk. The man could have been anybody. He could have been killing an hour before a mate’s stag. Or a regular off the board, with her saved on the very phone in his jacket, stood eight feet from the woman herself and slowly getting there. There was no way on earth to tell which. He’d never once felt it land in a real body in a real room before. On the screen it was numbers. Here it was a man in a good jacket with a drink in his hand. And under the cold of it ran the other thing, the one he’d stopped fighting weeks back: his own cock stirring slowly in his jeans at the plain idea of a stranger stood eight feet off with Vanessa saved naked on the phone in his pocket, having had a wank over her this week, not knowing she was right there.

The man felt him looking and glanced over. And he did a small thing. A tip of the head, the barest nod, the sort one bloke gives another, no harm in it. All right. Then he went back to his drink, and his phone came out of the jacket, and Joel never got near the screen of it. The girl put four bottles and a tray of test tubes in front of him and asked for an amount of money he handed over without hearing.

He carried it back. He set it down. He slid in quietly on the other side of Vanessa from Dean and put his mouth near her ear under the noise.

“There’s a fella at the bar,” he said. “On his own, older, keeps looking over.”

She didn’t stiffen. She’d got better at this than him. She reached for a bottle as though he’d said nothing, poured herself one slowly, and used the turn of it to glance down the room, easy, a woman looking at a bar. She found him. He felt her go still against his side for a second under the dress.

“I can’t tell,” she said, low, into her glass.

“No. Me neither.”

“He could just be some bloke…“

“He could be anything. I know.”

She turned and looked at him properly then, close, the noise sealing the two of them off in the middle of the table. There was the cold in her face, the same one he had. And there was the other thing in it too. Her colour was up, and not from the drink.

“I should hate this,” she said.

“I know.”

“Joel. I should absolutely hate this.” She put her hand on his thigh under the table, flat, high up, and left it there. “So why don’t I hate this?”

He had no answer that was any use, so he put his hand over hers and held it where it sat. Across the table Dean was earnestly telling Macca that crypto was about freedom, and Char had gone to sleep on her own birthday card.
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They got a cab about midnight. Vanessa did the goodbyes for both of them. Char got up and wept into her neck and made her promise things. Macca hauled Joel into a hug that lifted him clean off his feet. Dean shook his hand with enormous drunken sincerity and told him he was a lucky man, mate, a lucky, lucky man, and didn’t know the half of it.

She was on him in the back of the cab before they were properly out of the car park. She put her mouth on his under the streetlights sliding past, her hand going high on his leg, and he could taste the fizz and the night on her, and the driver kept his eyes admirably on the road.

“That man,” she said against his mouth, just for him. “At the bar.”

“Don’t.”

“Could’ve been him. Could’ve had me saved on his phone the whole time we stood there, his cock hard in his jeans looking at the real thing.” Her hand moved on him. “And I’m going home to you. And I’m going to make you fuck me the second that door shuts. Feel how wet I am.” She took his hand and pushed it up under the green between her thighs, and he found her soaked through her knickers, dripping with it, and had to bite down on the sound he made.

“Ness. The driver.”

“I don’t care about the driver.” But she behaved herself the rest of the way, near enough. She stayed pressed all down his side with her hand where it was, her mouth at his ear, saying soft filthy things that undid him by degrees. By the time he got the front door open he was no use to man or beast.

He didn’t get her up the stairs. He didn’t get the dress off her. He got the door shut behind them in the dark and got her back against the wall of the hall, coat still half off her shoulders, and kissed her hungrily, like he meant to climb inside it. She made a noise into his mouth and let the gold bag fall and got both hands in his hair.

“The whole pub,” she got out. “Did you see them? The whole pub looking at me.”

“I saw.”

“And you loved it.” She had his belt going. “Don’t you tell me you didn’t, I watched you the whole night. You loved it.” She got her hand into his trousers and found his cock hard and ready and made a low, pleased sound right against his throat. “God. Look at how hard you are. That’s not even me, that’s the room. You’ve come home with your cock like a bar of iron off a pub full of men wanting your wife.”

“Both,” he said, which was true, and hauled the skirt of the green up round her waist. She wasn’t going to let him take it off her and he understood why, and he didn’t want it off her either. He wanted her exactly as she was, in the thing the whole town had spent a night looking at, the heels still on. He got her knickers down and she stepped out of one side and left the rest.

Good God.

He got a hand round the front of her and two fingers up into her cunt. She was soaked, properly running with it down onto his palm. His other hand pulled one heavy tit out of the top of it, his face going into her neck.

“Christ, you’re dripping.”

“I’ve been wet since the cab. Since the bar. Since that man looked at me like he already knew exactly what I look like with my legs open.” She moaned and rode his fingers, up on her toes in the heels. “Turn me round. I want you to fuck me. I want your cock in my cunt right now.”

He turned her round. He put her front to the wall, both hands flat on the cold paint, her arse pushed back at him and the green rucked up over the small of her back. He got his cock out and ran the head of it once through her soaked cunt, both of them stopping breathing over the slick of it, then pushed up into her in one long shove to the root. He felt her cunt clench tight round his cock as he sank in. She dropped her forehead to the wall and swore into it.

“Oh, fuck. Yes. All of it.” She pushed her arse back to take the rest of him. “Fuck me, Joel. Hard. Like one of them’s got to.”

It wasn’t gentle, and neither of them wanted gentle. He got a fistful of the dress at her hip and a hand up in her hair and fucked her standing, hard. Every drive cracked his hips up against her arse, loud in the dark. Her tits swung loose out of the front of it on every stroke. She shoved back onto his cock to take the whole length of him, gasping for him to give it to her harder, the wet filthy sound of the pair of them filling the hall.

Every man in that pub tonight, his head went, plain and live, driving into her. The lads at the counter, the barman, the one at the turn of the bar with his dark drink and his phone. A thousand more behind a thousand screens, every one of them hard for her right now, certain he’d be the one to do this to her. And it’s me. It’s my cock in her cunt up the wall in the dress they all wanted off her. He fucked her harder on it, past anything gentle, and she keened helplessly and took it.

“That’s it. Like that. Don’t you dare go gentle on me.” She turned her cheek flat on the plaster to aim the words back at him. “Any one of them tonight. Every man in that pub would’ve killed to have me up a wall with his cock in me like this, and you know it, and you’re the only one who gets to.” She drove back hard onto him and gasped. “Look at me. Up a wall taking your cock in the hall, still in the dress the whole lot of them wanted off me.” “Was he one of ours, do you think? That man. Has he got my face saved on his phone right this second…“

“Don’t,” he said, because it had gone straight through him, hot, and she felt it jump in his cock.

“He has. You think he has, and you love it, you filthy bastard.” She was grinning into the wall, wrecked with it. “Some stranger had a wank over my picture this week, and tonight I stood near enough to touch him, and I came home and got my husband’s cock up against the wall in the dress I wore for the lot of them. That’s us now. Fill me up. I want your cum dripping out of me.”

He reached round and got two fingers on her clit and she lost the end of the sentence in a long moan. He held her up on it, working steadily at her clit, his cock buried in her cunt, and slowed himself right down when he felt it climbing too quick. He dragged nearly all the way out of her and held there, both of them shaking with it, until she made a sound that wasn’t a word and pushed back to chase his cock.

“Don’t you stop. Don’t you dare stop, put it back in me…“

He put it back. He gave it to her properly then, the whole of it, his forehead down between her shoulderblades and his fingers working her clit, his cock throbbing in her.

“I’m going to cum,” she got out, wrecked, shoving back to meet every stroke. “I’m going to cum on your cock in the fucking hall. Don’t you stop. Don’t you dare⁠—“

And she came first. Hard. She clenched down round his cock with her whole body gone tight, a long broken moan into the plaster he’d be hearing at his desk all week. That took him with it. He drove up into her to the root and held there and came. He emptied into her in long pulls, the dress bunched in his fist, his cum and hers running together down the inside of her thigh. His knees nearly gave. His face pressed into the green between her shoulders.

They stood like that a while, joined, breathing. Her cheek on the wall, his weight down on her back, the house ticking round them. After a bit she laughed softly, low and shaky and delighted.

“We didn’t even get up the stairs.”

“We did not.”

“My knickers are in the hall.”

“They can live there.”

He came out of her carefully, and she turned round inside his arms with her back to the wall, her face flushed right up and her hair half down. She put both hands flat on his chest and looked at him in the dark of the hall, and the laugh drained out of her into something quieter, steadier, a good deal more dangerous.

“I keep thinking about it,” she said. “And I’m not going to be able to stop now, so you might as well know.”

“Thinking about what?”

She wasn’t teasing now, and the new charge went through him at the sound of it, stood there spent against her with the wet of the pair of them still on the inside of her thigh. The bright pub voice was all the way gone. What was left of it was low and certain and a little afraid of itself.

“What it would actually be like,” she said. “If one of them. A real one. Not a phone, not a screen. An actual man.” She watched his face the entire time she said it, reading him off the smallest things now, off a breath. “And you there. Watching me. Holding the camera, the way you always do.” Her thumb moved on his chest. “Is that a terrible thing to want out loud, do you think? In our own hall.”

He stood there with his heart going and the want already climbing in him again, minutes after, at the picture of it she’d put in his head with a handful of quiet words. The man at the bar with the dark drink and the nod. A thousand more of them behind a thousand screens. And himself, the one who’d hold the phone while it actually happened, in a real room. The warm, awful, low pull of it nearly took his legs a second time.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think it’s terrible.”

She looked at him a moment longer. Then she smiled, barely, and put her head down on his chest in the dark. He held her up in the hall in the dress the whole town had wanted, both of them gone quiet now they’d said it. Then he felt himself going hard again against her hip, minutes after, over a man who didn’t exist yet. And he knew she felt it too.
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CHAPTER 10


The garage rang at twenty past two, and Vanessa took it standing at the reception desk with a biro between her teeth and the appointment book open under her hand. The lad on the other end said a number that made her put the biro down.

“Sorry. Say that again for me?”

“Nine hundred. Give or take. Might come in under if the part’s not a swine to get hold of, but I’d not bank on it, if I’m honest with you. It’s the clutch that’s the main of it, and while we’ve had it up on the ramp we’ve found a bit of play in the…“

She stopped really hearing him round about there. She held the phone to her ear and made the right noises, yeah, no, course, you’ve got to do it properly, and looked at the wall calendar with the wrong month still up on it and did the only sum that mattered. They did not have nine hundred pounds. They had it the way you have a thing already promised to something else. It was the deposit. It was the slow little pile in the account they never touched, the one that hadn’t moved in so long it had stopped feeling like real money. It felt more like a screensaver now, a number sat there to be looked at. The car would eat a third of it in one bite and leave them exactly where they’d been a year and a half ago, only later.

“Can I let you know in the morning? I’ll have a chat with my husband tonight.”

“Course. No rush. Well. Bit of a rush, you’ve not got a car.” He laughed at his own one. “I’ll keep it safe for you. Mind how you go.”

She put the phone down and stood there a second. Donna was halfway through a foil on a woman who came in every three weeks and talked the whole time. Tash was sweeping the far chair. The radio was on the station that played the same forty songs. Vanessa picked the biro back up and wrote call back re car on the corner of the page so she’d not have to hold it in her head, because her head had other lodgers in it these days and they didn’t pay rent either.

“Everything all right, love?” Donna called over, not looking up from the foil.

“Car’s died. Nine hundred quid.”

“Oh, you’re joking.” Donna pressed a hand flat to her chest like she’d taken the news personally, which she more or less did with everything. “Nine hundred. For a clutch. They saw you coming, you. They take one look at a young lass on the phone and they hear a thousand pound.”

“It’s not even a nice car, Donna. It’s the indignity of it.”

“That’s garages all over. Robbers in overalls.” Donna went back to the foil, contentedly. “Send your fella down. Men get a different price, I’m telling you now, it’s a scandal.”

Vanessa laughed and said she would. She didn’t say that her husband was worse on the phone than she was. He’d say leave it with me in that mild voice of his, then come off the call having agreed to everything and thanked the man twice for it. She made the talking woman a coffee and went and stood at the back by the towels for a minute, where the warm air came off the big dryer, and got her phone out without quite deciding to.

She didn’t go to the bank app. She knew what was in there. Instead she went to the other thing, the good cupboard you reach for when the day’s been long, and the little tally at the top of it had climbed again overnight, fattening up on its own now without her even feeding it. Look at that. There’s all of you. She let herself picture it properly. She did, most days now. Hundreds of them out there in the dark, more than that by now, every one gone stupid for her over a few grey photos, every one of them hard and getting himself off over her this minute, every one dead sure he’d be the one to give it to her properly, and not one ever getting within a mile of her. Her cunt gave a slow throb at the thought of it. The clench came up warm and familiar, an old friend by now, the wet pull that had kept her going through every flat afternoon for a month. Daft thing to be cheered up by, stood there skint with a dead car. She put it away before Tash could come over for the dustpan and catch her face doing whatever her face was doing.
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Joel had his serious face on when she got in, and the kettle was already up to its noise, so he knew. He’d have rung the garage the second she’d texted him, of course he had, gone over the whole thing again so he could tell it her back like she hadn’t been the one stood there for it.

“I spoke to him,” he said, before hello. “The clutch bloke.”

“I know you did, I can see it all over you.” She dropped her bag on the chair, came and put her arms round his middle, and stood with her face in the warm of his chest while the kettle climbed. “Go on then. Tell me it’s not as bad as I think.”

“It’s about as bad as you think.”

“Joel.”

“Nine hundred, near enough. I asked him could it wait and he said it could wait right up until the day it strands you on a roundabout. So. No.” His chin came down on the top of her head. “We’ll be all right. We’ll sort it. Come and sit down, I’ve not even had your coat off you.”

They had it out at the table, properly, the way they did the monthly bills, only with the nasty surprise sat in the middle of it. Joel got the laptop and the box file with the real paper in it, because he liked paper, he liked a thing he could hold and put in order. He made two teas and lined them up square and got his glasses on. Vanessa put her feet up on the spare chair and let him drive it. He was good at it, and watching him take his time over a thing was high up the list of things he did that she loved.

“Right. So if we take it out of the deposit.”

“Which we have to.”

“Which we have to. Then we’re back to about where we were last winter.” He didn’t dress it up. He turned the screen a touch so she could see the figure the car was going to put a hole in. The slow hard-won heap of every Friday they’d stopped in, every holiday that quietly became a long weekend. The whole boring grown-up year of it, sat there about to go backwards. “It’s not the end of the world. It’s a year. It’s just a year we’ll have to do over again.”

“A year.” She looked at it, this perfectly sensible figure in its tidy little graph, and hated it with her whole heart. “We’re so good, though. That’s what does me. We don’t even do anything. We don’t go anywhere, we never. When did we last do one mad thing with money?”

“We got the big telly.”

“On the card. Over two years. That’s not mad, babe, that’s a direct debit.” She picked her tea up and put it down again without drinking it. “I’m not even moaning about being skint. I think I’m moaning about being boring. Skint and boring. We do every single thing right and the car still dies and we still go backwards and nobody even…“

She stopped. He looked at her over the glasses.

“Nobody even what?”

“Nothing. I’m tired and I’ve got a dead car. Don’t mind me.” She pressed her sock foot against his thigh under the table, and he closed his hand round her ankle without thinking, warm. They sat in it a minute, the two of them and the rotten little sum. It was almost nice, being broke together at their own table. Somewhere in all this there was an ordinary Tuesday that had just gone a bit wrong, and she could nearly get to it. Then the other thing woke up in her, low under the ribs, a slow wet clench she had to sit dead still through, the one she’d been not-saying since the back of the salon. It had a man called Moneybags on it now.
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“Has he sent any more,” she said. “Your favourite. The one with the cash.”

Joel didn’t answer straight off.

“GenerousG.”

“Moneybags.”

“He’s sent a few, yeah.” Joel took the glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose, and she watched him quietly decide something, watched it cross his ordinary face from her side of the table. “Couple this week aren’t the usual. He’s not just being sweet about you anymore. He’s making an offer.”

“Show me.”

He didn’t reach for it like it was nothing. He went into the account, the page that lived in his phone like a second job now, found the messages, and turned the phone round between the two teas. It was the same flat honest move he’d done with the bank graph a minute before. She leaned over it, the pair of them at one table reading the worst and best news of the day off the same little screen.

> Evening you two. Dont want to be a pest. But i meant what i said the other week, youre sitting on something here. Id pay, and i mean properly, for a custom. Just for me. You tell me what youd both be comfortable with and you name the number, not me. Im good for whatever it is. Think about it x

And under it, sent the same night an hour on:

> Sorry. Probably overstepped. Offer stands though. Genuinely. Youd not believe what people pay for a lot less than her.

She read it twice and let the breath out slowly through her nose.

“Name the number,” she said. “He says I name the number.”

“He says a lot of things.”

“No, but that’s mad, isn’t it? That’s a grown man saying I will give you real money, and he’s the soft one, he’s not even one of the horrible ones.” She picked the phone up and felt the daft little jump of it go through her thumb, the same one as the dryer. Except now it had a price hung off it, and the price made it worse, hotter and heavier both at once. “What does he even mean, a custom? What’s he after for his money?”

Joel told her, plainly, what a custom tended to mean. A thing made for the one man. Your name said out loud in it, so he knows it’s only his, that nobody else has got this exact one. A clip. A set of photos that only ever went to him. He knew it because he ran the inbox. He sat at his grey desk all day reading what strangers wanted to do to her, who’d fuck her and how. She’d half forgotten he’d been quietly learning the whole filthy map of this, while she got to just be the one they all wanted.

“So he wants a video of me saying his name while you’re fucking me,” she said, slowly working it out, “and he’ll pay the clutch for the privilege.”

“Roughly. Yeah.”

She sat there and pictured it before she could stop herself. Her, doing exactly what she already did anyway, except saying a stranger’s name into the lens, her tits out and her cunt on show for a man who’d paid up front to hear it, while Joel held the phone. It landed warm and heavy. She shifted on the chair on a slow throb she’d have to sit on and behave about.

“And there’s the other one,” Joel said, and his voice did a small wary thing. “New one. He’s not soft. But he’s offering and all.”

He found it. A handle she didn’t know, `paywell_x`, blunt as a brick.

> Not being funny but id pay £40 for a pair of hers. Worn. Couple of days if you can manage it. No face nothing weird, i just want them as they come off her cunt. Can do a standing order if shes up for it.

“Jesus Christ.”

“I know.”

“Forty quid for my knickers. Worn ones.” The laugh came up out of her wrong, too high, half a laugh and half something with no name to it. The maths had already done itself in her while she sat there being appalled. A man was deciding, right now, what he’d pay for the cotton she had on under this very table. He’d pay for the real thing, off her actual skin, still warm, not a photo of it. She felt herself clench round nothing at the plain dirty cheek of it, and pressed her thighs together, and there went the deniability in one go. Two hundred and fifty off the soft rich one, more if she pushed it. Forty off this one, regular. The car. The deposit even, inching up for once instead of bleeding backwards. Off the back of a clip, and a pair of pants she’d half soaked just reading the offer, and the exact thing she already did three nights a week for free because it lit her up like a fairground. It landed low and hot and shaming and she did not hate it. That was the trouble. She had never once in her life hated it.

“We’re not doing that,” Joel said.

It came out steady, level and on time, and she looked up at him. Here was the thing. She’d expected it. She’d half wanted it, even, wanted him to be the one who said no, so she could be the one who wanted it out loud and stay safe doing it. But she’d married him young and she’d grown an ear for him this last month she’d never had before, and she heard it. He’d said it, and it hadn’t taken. There was a dead quarter-second behind it where his eyes had stayed down on the screen too long before he said the responsible thing. She knew that exact silence. She’d been living in it herself since two o’clock by the towels. He didn’t want to do it. He also, down in the part of him he kept shut even from her, the one she’d been getting at for weeks, badly did. He’d read these before tonight. He’d read them and not deleted them and not said a word. Kept them in the account like he kept everything, and only laid them on the table now the car had handed him a reason that wasn’t I want my wife sold by the pound.

“No,” she agreed, watching him. “No, course we’re not.”

“It’s a line, money. Soon as money’s in it, it stops being us mucking about, it’s a different thing, it’s…“

“It’s a job.”

“It’s a job. And we don’t know him, and the second one of them’s paid you he reckons he’s bought something off you, doesn’t he, and that’s…“ He ran out of road on it. He’d talked himself up to the edge of the grown-up speech and the tarmac just stopped. They were both sat there with the same quiet fact filling the kitchen. Being bought was not, when she made herself look square at it, the part of this that frightened her. “Anyway. No.”

“No,” she said again, softly, and reached over and turned the phone face-down. His own move, given back to him.

It lay there between the two cold teas just as the other phone had lain a week ago, with the man who knew her name inside it. It stayed face-down and neither of them reached for it.
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She did the washing-up because he’d done the tea. He came up behind her at the sink with her hands still in the water, the way he always did, his arms folding round her front and his chin going down on her shoulder. She leaned back into him and carried on washing the same plate twice.

“You all right,” he said, into her neck.

“Mm.” She set the plate in the rack. “Can I say a thing and you not go sensible on me for one minute?”

“Go on.”

“Two hundred and fifty quid.” She felt him go still against her back. She kept her eyes on the black window over the sink, on the blur of her own face in it with the dark yard behind, and said it to her reflection because it was easier than his face. “That’s the car, near enough. That’s me on our bed with my legs open and my cunt out and your cock in me, the exact thing we did last Tuesday and laughed our heads off over. Except this time some sad rich man we’ll never meet covers the difference, and the car gets fixed, and the pile stops sliding the wrong way.” She turned the tap off and the kitchen went quiet around them. “And I keep telling myself the wrong bit is the money. That the money’s what makes it dirty. And then I think about it properly, and Joel, he’s offering me actual cash because he wants me that much. That’s all the money is. It’s just the wanting with a number stuck on the end of it.” His hand had spread low and flat on her belly, gone still and warm there, and his heart was going against her back, quick, nothing at all like the careful man’s heartbeat. “And nobody’s ever wanted me enough to pay before. I should be insulted by that, shouldn’t I? Any woman with sense would be raging.”

“You’re not insulted,” he said, low against her ear.

“I’m the furthest thing from it there is.” She turned round inside his arms, wet hands and all, and looked up at him. The laugh had drained out of both of them, and what was left was the quiet thing they’d found in the hall on Saturday and hadn’t set down since. “And neither are you. I felt it land in you just now. You’ve gone hard against me at our own sink over a man wanting to buy the pants off me, I can feel your cock throbbing through your jeans, and you can’t hide a single bit of it anymore, I’ve got your number. You went quiet at exactly the spot you should’ve gone quiet at.”

He didn’t argue it. That was the new thing in him this month, that he’d given up arguing the obvious. He stood there with his hands at the small of her back, and she felt his cock stiffen against her hip while she said money and pants and paid out loud at him over a dead car. He let her feel the whole of it. He didn’t say sorry for it.

“God almighty,” she said, quiet, almost a laugh, her hand flat on his chest over the thump of him. “Look at the state of us.”

“We’re still not doing it,” he said. “It.”

“I know we’re not.”

“Not yet, I mean.” And she felt the whole of him say it, and that was Joel all over, the part of him that wanted it slipping the yet in so gently you’d miss it if you weren’t listening hard for it. She put her face up and kissed him for it, slow and deep, the want coming up warm and stupid between the two of them with the rack still dripping behind her. He kissed her back like he meant to walk her straight up the stairs by it, and she was soaked through and ready to let him. For a second it was going to go that way. Then the radiator ticked and a car went past on the road and they were two skint people in a small rented kitchen with a dead car and an early start, and she laughed against his mouth and dropped her forehead onto his chin.

“Bed,” she said. “Just bed. I’m wrecked. But you’re going to lie there thinking about it all night, and so am I, so we may as well be honest about that going up the stairs.”

In the dark, with him gone heavy and asleep beside her, she lay and looked at the ceiling and didn’t reach for the phone, because she didn’t need to. Somewhere across the dark town was a man who wanted her badly enough to pay, awake or asleep, his cash sat there with her name on it. She’d already done it. She’d done it at the sink and again over the toothbrush and she was doing it now, the maths, easy as breathing, the figures going round bright and obedient. Two-fifty for the clip. Forty for the rest. A bit more if it’s regular. She knew, lying there with her husband’s arm a dead weight across her and the ache of him still low in her, exactly what she’d type back to Moneybags if she said yes. She’d already picked the words. She’d priced herself to the pound while Joel slept, and the worst of it, the thing she would never once say out loud in a lit room, was that when she got to the bottom of the sum the figure had felt low.
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CHAPTER 11


The water had gone past hot into the good part, the part that held her heavier than it should, and Vanessa lay back in it and read what a few hundred strangers had decided this week they wanted done to her.

She’d stopped reading them only for the laugh a while back, though she still told Joel that was all it was. She thumbed slowly up through the day’s lot. The polite one had been by, the one they kept. Hope you’re both keeping well, look after each other. She read his fondly. A card off a soft uncle, near enough. Then the rest of it.

> size_diff_enjoyer: still waiting on the main event lads. youve had your go behind the phone. be a good lad now and put her under a real man who can actually do the job. on camera. you owe us by now [image: smirking face].

> handed_over_x: every post, same thought in my head. shes wasted on one fella. share her.

> just_watching_99: lurked a year, never said owt. but hes got to give her up. all of us sat here gagging to watch her get a proper seeing to and him sat on it [image: hot face].

She read them twice. She always read the bad ones twice. The old warm pull came up low under the surface, the one that had kept her going through every slow afternoon for weeks, and the clench went through her with it, sharp. Her nipples had gone tight in the cool air over the surface. Her tits sat up wet and full out of the water, and she looked down at them with the plain proud thought she never once said out loud, that they were a flat waste on one husband and a cold bath, and slid back under to her chin.

The thing was, not long ago a comment like that had been a man shouting at his own wall a thousand miles off. She’d have rolled her eyes and shown Joel the funny bits. Now she lay in the cooling water and read put her under a real man and didn’t roll her eyes at all. It had stopped being his idea. Sometime this last while it had quietly become hers. She’d carried it round all week like a stone gone warm in a pocket, getting it out to look at on the bus, at the desk, in the dark beside her sleeping husband, and telling nobody.

Because here was the rotten little truth of it, lying there gone pruney. The two of them and a phone propped in a stack of books had been the best thing that ever happened to her sex life. And it had a ceiling. She’d felt the top of it this week. The numbers still climbed and the comments still landed and Joel still came home with his eyes all over her. But the hit had started arriving a half-size too small. A song you’ve played to death. She’d lie there after with her heart going and reach for the next thing before she’d got her breath back from this one. A bolder photo wasn’t going to do it much longer.

She let herself picture it properly. A stranger between her legs on their own bed, flesh and blood, and Joel filming her take him. She was soaked through before she’d finished the thought. That was the want now. A real weight on her, a cock that wasn’t Joel’s, the real thing instead of a screen, and Joel’s real face watching. It had got loud enough this week that she couldn’t hear much over the top of it.

She put the phone face-down on the bathmat to make herself stop.

The door went and Joel came in, t-shirt and pants, toothbrush already going, never able to do one thing at a time at night. He leaned on the sink and looked at her in the water, and his face did the soft daft thing it did.

“You’ve been in there an hour. You’ll come out a prune. I’ll have married a prune.”

“I’m thinking.”

“Dangerous, that.” He spat, rinsed, and sat himself down on the closed loo lid beside the bath, elbows on his knees, in no hurry to be anywhere. He put two fingers in the water by her shoulder and stirred it idly. “Gone cold on you. Want the hot back on?”

“In a minute.” She turned her head on the cold enamel and looked at him. This ordinary good man she’d had since she was twenty-one, sat in his pants keeping her bathwater company. She very nearly said it then, soft, with her hair wet and no face on. She let it go by. “Read us the voice note off Char before I get out. The long one. I can’t reach my phone, my hands have gone all wrinkly.”

He read her the daft thing off Char. She laughed in the right places. And the whole time, underneath it, the stone sat warm in her chest, and she thought, soon, but not tonight. And you half know already. You’ve known since the hall.
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In bed she couldn’t drop off. Joel went under fast, near enough mid-sentence. One arm slung over her, gone heavy and warm, breathing slow against her shoulder inside ten minutes. She lay in the dark with her body still up, still reading gagging to watch her get a proper seeing to off the inside of her own skull. After a while she gave up. She lifted his arm off her gently and slid out from under it, and he rolled into the warm patch she left and never stirred.

She went down in the dark to put the kettle on, because that was what you did. She stood in the kitchen in his old work shirt and waited for it to climb to its noise. She’d take a tea back up, read till she was tired, say not one word to anyone, and carry the whole thing another week.

Then the stair light came on behind her.
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Joel had woken to the cold patch where she’d been and known straight off she wasn’t in the loo. The house had that particular hum it got when one person in it was awake and downstairs being quiet. He lay there a minute reading the dark. Then he got up and went down, because that was the deal. If she was up in the night, he was up in the night.

She was at the worktop in his work shirt with her bare legs under it and her hair dried mad from the bath, waiting on the kettle. She didn’t jump when the light went. She only looked round at him with a face he couldn’t quite place, not crying and not narked, just caught at something.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said.

“No. Me neither, soon as you got up.” He came in and got two mugs down out of the cupboard, because there was no point now, they were both up. Then, out of pure habit, he took the dry ones off the draining rack and dried them again on the tea towel. The dry ones. Turning them slowly in the cloth, because his hands wanted a job and it was that or stand there with them empty. “Go on then. You’ve had a face on you all night. What is it?”

“Don’t do them, they’re dry.”

“I know they’re dry.” He set them down. He didn’t pick them up again. “Ness. What.”

The kettle got loud, then clicked off, and neither of them went to it. She leaned back on the worktop with her arms folded over the front of his shirt and looked down at the floor. He watched his wife, who could talk the back legs off a donkey, hunt round for the start of a sentence like it cost real money.

“I’m going to say a mad thing,” she said. “And I don’t want you going careful at me about it. I want you to just have it.”

“All right.”

“I mean it. No sensible Joel. No big let’s-think-about-this.”

“I’m not promising that, love, I’m a sensible man.” He got half a smile off her for it. “Go on. Have I done something?”

“No. God, no, you’ve not done a thing, you daft sod, it’s not that.” She pushed her hair back off her face with both hands, held it off her head a second, then let it drop. “It’s the thing in the hall. After Char’s. What I said about a real one.” She said it to the window, not to him. She’d said the other thing to that window too. “I keep telling myself I only said it because I was drunk and wired and you were still half in me. And then all week I’m stone cold sober on the bus, and I’m still thinking it. So it wasn’t the drink.”

He went very still. Of course he’d known. He’d been there in the hall. He’d gone hard against her hip over it minutes after, and he’d carried it to his grey desk every day this week, scanning the comments, knowing exactly where they pointed. But knowing a thing in his own head and his wife saying it stood barefoot at one in the morning in his own kitchen were two different things. The second one took the air clean out of him.

“Right,” he said.

“There it is. That Right. The one you do just before you turn reasonable at me. Don’t you turn reasonable.”

“Give us a second before I turn anything at all. You’ve ambushed me by the kettle.” He pulled a chair out and sat down heavily, mostly to get lower than the size of the thing. “Say the rest. You’ve got more, I can see it sat on you.”

She came over and perched on the edge of the table by him, her bare feet up on the chair next to his. And she told him the rest. She wasn’t half-laughing now. The bright had gone out of her voice, and what was under it was steady and frightened of itself, and it was the most honest he’d heard her in weeks.

“I love what we do. I really do. But it’s started feeling small. This week it has. We post, they go off, we have a brilliant night off the back of it, and then I’m lying there an hour later already after the next one. And the next one’s only ever a bolder photo, isn’t it? It’s a bit more of the same thing.” She watched his face the whole way through. “I read what they keep saying, share her, give her up, put her under a proper one, and I’ve stopped finding it horrible. I’ve started thinking they’ve got a point. I want more than the two of us can make on our own, Joel. I want a stranger. A proper cock in me, a real weight, not a screen. I want to know what it’s like getting properly fucked by another man, with you right there watching me. And I’m so frightened of how badly I want it that I’ve not told you, and you’re the one I tell everything.”

There it was, out in the kitchen, with the dried mugs on the side and the kettle gone quiet behind them. His mouth had gone dry. Down low he’d stiffened in his pants over his own wife wanting another man’s cock in her at her own table at gone one in the morning. He didn’t try to dress it up. There was no version of it that was decent, and he’d given up reaching for one weeks back.

“And where am I,” he said. It came out smaller than he meant. “While that’s going on.”

“You’re there. You’re always there, that’s the whole.” She stopped. She looked at him properly, read it off him, and went gentle. “Is that the bit, then? You’re sat there thinking I’m telling you you’re not enough.”

And here was the moment he’d spent a month not looking at, sat right in front of him. He could feel himself about to do the small thing, the brave decent-husband thing. No, no, I’m fine, if it’s really what you want. About to step aside, call it generous, let her think he was being a good sport about a thing that gutted him. He’d got dangerously good at that.

He didn’t do it. He looked at his wife’s bare feet on the chair, and he told her the true thing instead, the one he’d kept folded away since he was a boy and never said out loud to a living soul.

“No,” he said quietly. “That’s the thing. That’s what I’ve been trying not to say all week, because it’s worse than yours. You think you’re the mad one in this kitchen.” He turned a dry mug a quarter-turn on the worktop, then made himself leave it. “I don’t want to be him, Ness. The real one. You keep saying it gently, like the kind version for me is that I get to be the man in it. And every time you say it I find out I don’t want that. Not to be me, not any of it. I want to watch it be somebody else.”

She went very quiet.

“I want to be the one holding the phone,” he said. “The small bloke off in the corner the comments take the piss out of. They call me poor lad on the camera, expected someone bigger, step aside son, and I should hate every word of it. I go warm instead. I’ve told you I go warm. I’ve never once told you why, and I’m going to now, while I’ve got the nerve.” His voice had dropped rough and low, and he kept it moving, because if he stopped he’d never start again. “It’s because they’re dead right. I want a better man than me in the room to have her. A bigger cock than mine, balls-deep in my wife, while I’m on the outside of it filming. And every single one of them watching it back will know I couldn’t give her that and he could. That’s the thing I’ve had buried since before I knew you. I thought I’d married the one woman alive I could never say it to.”

The kitchen sat round the two of them, very quiet, the fridge ticking over.

“And it turns out you got there first,” he said. “You got there wanting the opposite end of the exact same thing. I’ve been lying next to it every night, too scared to find out we matched.” He laughed once, low, down at the table. “God help me. I’ve wanted to watch you get taken off me since I couldn’t tell you when. And here I am saying it to your actual face. In our own kitchen.”

She didn’t say anything for a stretch. The not-saying ran on long enough that the old fear got up in him, that he’d finally shown her the wrong wiring and watched her face change. Then she got down off the table and stood in between his knees and took his face in both hands and tipped it up. Her eyes had gone bright and wet, and she was grinning. A wide disbelieving grin, a woman who’s only just found out the man she married has been the same animal as her the whole time and hidden it.

“You absolute liar,” she said, delighted, shaking his head a little in her hands. “All these years. All these years I’ve had you filed as the sensible one. The one I had to talk into everything. And you’ve been sat there the whole time wanting to hand me over to a fella who’s hung bigger than you and film it.” She bent and kissed him hard, laughing into it, then pulled back an inch with her forehead on his. “Why did you never say? God, the years we’ve…“

“Because you were the traditional one. You were never in a hundred years going to want it.”

“I’m sat on your kitchen table telling you I want a stranger’s cock in me while you film me, Joel.” She kissed him again, slower. “We’ve wasted years being polite at each other.”

He got both hands on the backs of her bare thighs under the shirt, plain warm grip, and she made a low sound against his mouth. For a second the kitchen was going to tip clean over into the stairs and the bed. Some bloke he’s never met, up to the hilt in her on that bed up there, and her face going past him at the phone in my hands. Then she straightened up out of it, hands flat on his chest, and held them both there.

“So how do we even do this?” she said. Quiet now, not teasing. “I mean it properly. A real one. An actual stranger, in our real life. How do you even start? You can’t pick one off the comments, half of them probably live four streets over.” The chill off that message came back to her then, quick and gone — still sitting in the account undeleted, the man who’d known her off her phone case. “It can’t ever be anyone who could know it’s us. That’s the one rule. After Dave.”

“I know.”

“So how?”

And there it was. One kitchen at gone one in the morning, and the whole thing had gone from would we ever clean across to how. A different country altogether. Joel sat with his hands on his wife’s bare thighs and his heart going, and thought of the account in his phone upstairs on the charger. All those months running it, reading what strangers wanted to do to her, deleting the creeps and saving the nothing. It had a proper job now. He’d be reading it differently from tomorrow.

“I run the inbox,” he said. “Don’t I. Always have.” It came out steadier than he felt. The careful man finding the one practical handle on a thing far too big to hold any other way. “Leave it with me. I’ll start looking.”

“You’ll start looking.” She laughed softly and wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand, and the laugh had the frightened thing still in it and the wanting under that. “Listen to you. Like you’re sorting the car insurance.”

“It’s a bit like the car insurance, when you think about it.”

“It is not, Joel. Don’t you dare.”

“Come up to bed. We’re not sorting it stood here in our pants, and I’m on the 8:02 in the morning looking like a man who didn’t spend his night agreeing to this.” He flicked it off properly at the wall, the tea forgotten entirely.

She took his hand and let him pull her toward the dark of the stairs. At the bottom of them she stopped and put her arms round his middle and her face into his chest, as she’d done a hundred times. Only not like any of the hundred.

“We actually match,” she said into him, muffled and wondering. “All this time.”

“All this time.”

He took her up. The kitchen sat dark behind them, two dry mugs on the side, and beyond the black glass a few hundred men he’d never meet went on wanting his wife, and one of them, soon, was going to get her.
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CHAPTER 12


Three nights in, Joel had a system, because of course he had a system. He sat at the cleared table after dinner, the laptop square in front of him, a tea going cold by his wrist. He worked down the inbox the same as he worked the month-end figures. One at a time, top to bottom, nothing skipped. Folder, bin, bin. Vanessa had her chair pulled round tight against his, one leg up under her, reading off his arm and doing the running commentary, because keeping quiet was beyond her.

“Oh, lovely,” she said, as he opened the next one. “Romantic, this one.”

> useallnight: she needs a proper fucking off a real man and you both know it. im eight inches and i dont stop. say the word and ill book a travelodge for friday, have her walking funny by the saturday [image: smirking face].

“Eight inches and a Travelodge,” she said. “Be still my heart. He can go in the bin with his tape measure.”

He binned him. He’d got fast at it. The first night had turned his stomach a touch. The sheer weight of them. Grown men he’d never meet, queued up in his wife’s messages, spelling out what they’d do to her, every last one dead sure he’d be the one to wreck her properly. By the third night it had gone the same as any bad job, a stack to get through, and the strangest part left was who he was doing it beside. He’d open a man promising to split her in half, and she’d be there at his shoulder smelling of her bath, going no, next, the pair of them picking through it like a catalogue.

He clicked on. A photo loaded with no message attached, and he tipped the screen a half-inch off her on reflex, before he’d even taken in it was a stranger’s cock against a bathroom tile.

“Saw it,” she said. “Gone.”

“You don’t have to look at these, you know.”

“I’m the one up for auction, babe. I’ll see the bidders.” She leaned back in and read the name off it, `here_n_hung`, and gave a short laugh. “He’s labelled himself, look. Like a jar of something. Get rid before he sends the other angle.”

He got rid of the cock and the jar it came in. Underneath the laugh, the low thing ran in him again, the one he could never have told her with a knife at his throat. He liked it. Not the photos, the photos were wallpaper. He liked being the one who handled it. A hundred men shoving and bragging and getting themselves out to be let near her, and every one had to come through him first. The little nobody with the laptop and the folders, the husband not a man-jack of them would think to envy. Look at the state of you all. Forty deep tonight, hard for her, certain it’ll be you. And it all goes through me. He was half-hard in his jeans over the plain fact of it. He sat still and let it be. Then he foldered the keepers into one he’d named maybe, as if it were anything so tidy as that.

It should have been the bleakest thing they’d ever done at that table. Most nights it wasn’t. It went daft instead, the pair of them crying laughing at the worst of them. They’d read the maddest lines out in posh voices while Vanessa kept a running tally of how many men had offered to ruin her by Thursday. She’d lean her whole weight into his side, shaking with it, and it was, of all the words for it, nice. Their own mad little project, run off their own sofa, the rest of the world none the wiser. He’d married a woman who could turn an hour of strangers’ filth into a date. He still hadn’t worked out how she managed it.
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The rule had sorted itself on the first night with barely a word spoken, and it had only got harder to keep since.

The man had to be from away. Properly away, a good drive off, somewhere the odds of him ever standing behind her in a Tesco queue rounded down to nothing. That was the whole of it, and it stayed shut to argument, and they both knew to the inch where it had come from. It sat in the account this minute, four taps down, a bland little handle with a laughing face, the message they’d left unread and undeleted for three weeks. They steered round it. But it lived under every single thing they did at this table, the reason a man’s postcode counted for more than his face or his manners or the size of him.

Which was a pity about the one from the second night, because the one from the second night had been good.

He opened the thread again to be sure of himself. `gameforowt`. Fit, by his photos, which had been tasteful as these things went, a gym mirror and a grin with the eyes scrubbed out. Funny. Easy. He wrote like an actual bloke instead of a wind-up toy, asked them things back, seemed to take in that there were two real people on the other end. Vanessa had warmed to him fast, Joel had felt her do it, and he’d let himself think for half an evening that this might be quick and clean.

Then, friendly as you like, last thing: small world if youre who i reckon you are. pretty sure ive seen you about, you not up our way? swear ive walked past that salon.

And that was that. Joel had gone cold the whole length of him, and Vanessa had gone very still, and he’d shut the lid without typing a word back. Seen you about. The same few words off a different mouth, and there was the nightmare of it laid out flat on the table. The good ones, the easy ones, the ones who wrote like people, were the very ones close enough to have her face already filed away in their heads.

“He’d have been lovely,” Vanessa said now, reading the thread off his arm, the warmth gone out of it, only the loss left behind. “If he’d lived literally anywhere else… he was lovely.”

“He’d have been lovely right up to the morning you did somebody’s roots and placed his laugh.”

She let that stand. She put her chin on his shoulder and looked at the gym mirror and the scrubbed-out eyes a second longer, then reached across his hand and binned him herself, which she rarely did. He let her. Some of them she had to be the one to close the door on.

He scrolled down past the night’s fresh muck, and four taps down he went by it again, past the turning for a street he used to live on. The grey circle. The name with the year stuck on the end. The little unread dot still glowing on it, telling the man who’d sent it that nobody had so much as looked, when the truth was Joel had it close to word for word. He kept his hand off it, same as every night. He only marked it sitting there, calm as milk, and felt the cold lay one finger on the back of his neck. Then he carried on down. It was the one thing in the whole account he had no folder for.

“Right,” he said, to move the air on. “Come on. Somebody in this lot is a human being. Law of averages.”

“Law of averages has been having a laugh at us all week, babe.”

He opened the next.
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It read like a person, and that was the first thing about it.

It came in with no photo and no opener about her mouth or her tits, and it talked to the two of them instead of at her. The handle alone made him snort, `t_from_away`, because the man had at least read the brief.

> t_from_away: saw your page. wont waste your evening with the usual, your inbox is heaving with it im sure. > > only writing to say this. if you ever did fancy taking it past the photos with someone real, im happy to have a sensible chat about doing it properly and safely. faces out of it, all on your terms. > > and if not, genuinely no bother. youre clearly a couple who actually like each other and thats a nice thing to come across on here. good luck with it either way. T.

Joel read it twice. The second time he read it like a contract that looked too clean, hunting the swerve in it, the catch waiting on the next page. It stayed clean the whole way down. He turned, and found Vanessa had stopped doing the commentary. She was reading it properly, both eyes, chin still on his shoulder, gone into the particular stillness she got when a thing slipped past the joke and into her.

“Read it again,” she said quietly.

He scrolled it back and they read it together, two heads down over the little screen.

“He’s offered to have a chat about it,” she said slowly. “They all demand. Even the soft ones demand. He’s the only man in here tonight who’s asked us for a meeting, like a plumber coming to quote.”

“He’s read it better than the lot of them put together,” Joel said. “He’s clocked there’s two of us. He’s not even spoken to you yet, he’s spoken to us.”

He typed back something dry, a sentence to see what it knocked loose. What came back, twenty minutes on while they pretended at the telly, held the same line. He held back. When Vanessa wrote straight out that the nerves were the trouble, that the thought of an actual stranger put the fear of God in her, the man took her side of it.

> t_from_away: youd be daft not to be nervous, id worry about you if you werent. > > so heres the boring version, i find the boring version settles people down. im a good two hours away. different city, no mutual anything, no chance on this earth of bumping into either of you. > > i travel to you, never the reverse. my face stays out of every bit of it, and the mask is hers to decide and nobody elses. > > i dont want a penny and im not angling to move into your lives. one good night for the three of you, done right, and im a ghost after. no clock on it, mull it over. T.

Two hours off. No mutual anything. I travel to you. Joel sat and read the most frightening thing the pair of them had ever cooked up, set out plain as a man talking him through a kitchen fit. The whole shapeless dread of it grew four walls and a door he could shut. The relief of that went through him strong enough to make him dizzy. Beside him Vanessa had gone soft and quiet and a bit pink, and he knew that quiet, he’d slept next to it for years, and there was no fear left in it.

“He keeps holding back,” she said, low, like she was confessing a thing about herself she’d only just caught. “Every man in this whole inbox is heaving as hard as he can to get at me. And the one I can’t put down is the fella stood back with his hands in his pockets going only if you’re sure, love… What’s that say about me, that he’s the one who’s got me?”

“I don’t reckon it says anything bad.”

“It says I’m a nightmare, is what it says.” But she was grinning at the screen with her colour climbing, and her hand had come to rest flat and warm on his thigh under the table while she did it. Lower down, his own cock stirred at the picture in his head, sharp and present and his to keep. This calm stranger two hours off, in their bed, balls-deep in her while he worked the camera from the corner. He’d take his time over her. He’s the sort who would. The thought landed warm and shameless, and he held onto it.
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A night and a bit more of dry back-and-forth on, the man sent one more thing first.

> t_from_away: call me Tom by the way. easier than the username and less odd than nothing, even if its not strictly what it says on anything official [image: grinning face with smiling eyes].

“He won’t even hand over his real name,” Joel said.

“No.” Vanessa looked thrilled by it. “And that’s the bit I trust, oddly enough. He’s as cagey with his own name as he is with ours. He’s not thick.”

A moment after that, the photo. His gut did a small slow turn as it loaded in. The others’ pictures had been a chore. This one he half didn’t want her seeing over his arm, and badly did, both at once.

> t_from_away: and so youre not buying blind. no face anywhere in it, im as careful as you are. just so you know what youd be saying yes to.

It came up. A body taken plain in a mirror, the head cropped clean off above the mouth. Fit, properly built, broad through the chest and flat lower down, a scatter of dark hair down the middle of him. And lower, plain as the rest of him, not pumped or posed for it, only there, the thing the whole inbox had spent a week bragging on and this one had said not a single word about. His cock. Bigger than Joel’s. Thicker than Joel’s, properly, a flat heavy fact of a thing with no arguing it down and no dressing it up.

Course he was.

Joel sat and looked at it a good while past needing to. There was the version of this that should have cut him. He went hunting it out of old habit, the decent jealous husband who ought to live in him. The man had moved out. What came up in his place was the warm awful thing he’d given up being ashamed of weeks back. Low and dead certain. His cock thickening in his jeans at his own kitchen table, over a photo of a better-built man his wife was going to take while he filmed it. That’s what’s going in her. That, two hours off, while I hold the phone and watch her find out. Bigger than him everywhere it counted, sent over plain with the face left off.

“God,” Vanessa breathed, looking at it. “Look at the cock on him.” She didn’t laugh it off. She’d gone flushed and quiet, her thighs shifting on the chair, and she pressed her hand down harder on his leg. “And he’s the one who didn’t bring it up. Everyone else in here led with theirs.”

Neither of them said it for a moment. The telly carried on to itself in the corner.

“That’s the one, then,” Joel said, and it came out flat, more telling her than asking. His own mouth said it first. Even here, even at the choosing, he’d be the one to hand her over.

She didn’t answer straight off. She lifted the laptop gently out from under his hands and turned it square to herself, then scrolled back up through all of it, the boring sentences, the only if you’re sure, the face kept off. She read the whole man again from the top, now there was a body hung on him. Then she came back down to the cropped photo and rested there, and let a long breath go, and her hand found his on the table and gripped it.

“Him,” she said. “Yeah. Him. The one who didn’t try it on.”

Joel looked at the headless man two hours off who was going to come to their door. He looked at his wife lit right up over a stranger’s body, and at his own hand held hard in hers. The floor went gently out from under the whole thing, smooth and slow. It had a person in it now. A real one, with a body and a borrowed name. Tomorrow he’d write back properly and start working out the when of it, and the dull patient how of it, because the how was his to carry and always had been. Tonight it was near enough the three of them at the table, and his wife had chosen, and he’d stood at her shoulder the whole time and helped her do it.
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CHAPTER 13


On the Tuesday it was four days off. Vanessa took a perm out at half nine for a woman who’d booked it back in March, and stood there with her fingers full of a client’s grey and the radio doing its same forty songs. And she thought it plainly, in those exact words: on Saturday night a man she had never met was going to come to her flat and fuck her while her husband filmed it.

The thought did that all week. It would sit quiet for an hour and let her be an ordinary woman doing ordinary work. Then it leaned back in and said the whole of it again, in those exact words, and the bottom dropped clean out of her over a sink of setting lotion. A stranger’s cock, in her, on her own bed. Joel at the foot of it with the phone. She’d smile at the woman in the chair and ask was the water too hot. Underneath she’d be wet and a bit sick at once, the two of them wound so tight together now she’d given up telling which was which.

The arranging itself had been the easy part. Joel did most of it, dry and methodical over the laptop after tea, because the boring bits were always his. It took about three short evenings to turn a body in a cropped photo into a plan.

Saturday, because neither of them worked the Sunday. He’d drive to them, a long way each way, which he’d offered like it cost nothing. Her face stayed hers, behind whatever she put over it. Joel would film, and it went up on the page after, masked, where the whole thing had always been quietly heading. Tom agreed to every line of it without once pushing for more. And at some point in all that agreeing it had stopped being a maybe and got a day of the week stuck on it.

She hadn’t expected the want to live through the planning. She’d half thought that pinning it to a Saturday and a drive time and who-stands-where would kill it stone dead, turn it into a dental appointment. It did the opposite. The boring made it worse. Hotter, even, and a great deal more real. There was a man up the motorway who had cleared his whole weekend for her. Who’d looked at her on a screen and decided she was worth half a day in the car. Come the night he’d be stood in her front room with his coat still cold off the drive, his eyes going over her. Bigger than the man holding the phone, and knowing she knew it too.

She had to put the kettle on for the half-eleven before her face gave her away to Donna.
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She kept it well in the daylight. She always had kept things well in the daylight.

She did the Tuesday and the Wednesday and most of the Thursday like a woman with nothing on but the appointment book. Made Donna her tea. Let the every-three-weeks one talk at her about her son’s loft. On the way home she picked up milk. Watched half a thing on the telly with her feet in his lap, and let him press his thumb slowly into the arch of her foot without her once asking. And under all of it the clock in her chest ticked steadily down, like a thing left running in another room.

It got her at the worst moments. Rinsing a colour off at the basin with the water gone warm over her wrist, and the thought would arrive whole and filthy, in broad daylight: another man’s cock in her, bigger than Joel’s, working into her while Joel filmed every inch of it going in. She’d have to set the spray down and breathe and go and check a perfectly fine head of foils, clenched up tight and damp in her knickers in the middle of a Wednesday.

And the normal world carried on round her the whole time with not the first idea. Her sister rang that evening about the June wedding, forty minutes on whether little jars of honey were a naff favour or a lovely one, and was June too hot for a sit-down. Vanessa made every right noise with the phone hot against her ear. She never once let on that her actual life had a man and a mask and a camera in it now, three days out. To Leanne the maddest thing happening to her baby sister this month was a guest list. She put the phone down after and stood in her own kitchen and laughed once, at nothing, the secret sat enormous and warm and frightening under her ribs. Nobody knew: not her sister, not Donna, not the woman whose grey she’d just rinsed off. She went about all week the same as ever. Underneath she was a different woman entirely, getting nearer it by the hour.

The trouble with her, she’d properly worked out this last month, was that she did all her falling-apart late. In front of people she was grand, better than grand, loud and bright and game for the lot of it. It was only after, in the quiet, when the audience had gone home and there was nobody left to be brilliant for, that the other thing climbed up the back of her and sat down on her chest. It had always been the morning-afters with her, never the nights.

And now the biggest night of the lot had a date stuck to it, and the quiet had started arriving early. In the gaps. Two o’clock of a Wednesday afternoon between a foil and a fringe, with nowhere to put it.

On the Thursday night she lay awake with Joel gone heavy and under beside her, and let herself picture it properly, because she could not stop herself and there was no use pretending the picturing wasn’t half the whole point.

A man she’d never met. Bigger than the one asleep next to her, thicker, the plain heavy fact of him she’d seen in that photo and not stopped seeing since. His cock working up into her on her own sheets while Joel stood at the foot of the bed and watched another man take his wife. She pictured the mask on her own face and a stranger’s hands on her tits and his eyes wet and dark over the top of the phone. The clench came up sharp and soaked her through in a second flat. Two days. She lay there in the dark, aching for it and frightened sick of it in the one breath. With a gun on her she could not have told you which of the two had the wheel.

She pressed her thighs together and rode it out quietly and didn’t wake him. Some of this she wanted to keep for the night itself. She was learning that about herself and all.
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By the Friday she was a liability, and she knew it, and so, less helpfully, did Joel.

He came home to a flat she’d cleaned twice over and a wife who took the head off him before he’d got his coat to the hook.

It went off over the daftest thing going. She’d got herself in a state about what she was going to wear. She’d tried six things on across the afternoon and hated her own body in every one of them. That was new. It never happened to her, and it frightened her worse than anything had all week. And Joel walked in on a woman stood in her bra in a blizzard of her own wardrobe, and made the single mistake left available to him, which was to be calm about it.

“You’ll look gorgeous in whatever you put on, you always do,” he said, easy and fond, reaching past her for a hanger she’d dropped. “Don’t go tying yourself in knots over it, love. Honestly, it’s only…“

“Don’t.” It came out flat and hard and she couldn’t haul it back. “Don’t you only it. Don’t stand there being lovely and calm at me like I’ve asked you what we’re having for tea.”

He went still, the hanger in his hand. “I wasn’t…“

“You are, though. You’ve been calm all week, Joel. There’s a man driving here on Saturday and you’re sorting his timings and being sweet about my outfit like it’s a wedding. One of us has to be the one losing the plot about it, and it’s apparently going to be me, on my own, again.” It wasn’t fair and she knew it wasn’t, and she kept going anyway. “Tell me the wardrobe’s a disgrace. Tell me I look mental in the black one. Say one thing that means you’ve actually clocked what we’re doing tomorrow night.”

“What do you want me to say?” There was an edge on it now, the first she’d had off him all week, and a horrible little part of her stood up and cheered for it. “That I’m bricking it? Course I’m bricking it. I’ve got a stranger driving two hours to fuck my wife in our bedroom tomorrow, and I’ve spent the whole week running the boring side of it because that is the only thing I know how to do with how I feel about it. So no. I’m not going to tell you the black one’s a disgrace, because it isn’t. But I’ll have the row with you if a row’s what gets you to sleep tonight.”

They stood there either side of the heap of clothes, both of them breathing like they’d run for a bus.

And the tight awful thing in her chest let go all at once, a knot giving, and she felt her whole face cave, and she sat down hard on the edge of the bed in her bra with a dress slithering off her lap.

“I’m scared,” she said, into her hands. It was the one true sentence she’d put together all week. “Not of doing it. I want to do it, I want it so badly it’s making me stupid, that’s honestly not the bit. I’m scared I’ll be rubbish at it. That I’ll freeze, or he’ll get here and take one look and I’m just somebody’s wife in a mask in a rented flat, and it’s all a bit grim and we have to sit in it. I’m scared I want it this much and then I get it and it’s nothing.”

Joel came and sat down beside her in the wreck of the wardrobe. He didn’t tell her she was being silly. He put his arm round her bare back and his mouth in her hair and let her be frightened against him for a minute, and that was the thing she’d married him for in the end, more than any of it.

“You won’t freeze,” he said, low. “I’ve watched you. Watched you walk into a pub like you own the deeds to it. Watched you put your own face on the internet. You’ve chosen this, every step of it, out ahead of me the whole way. Freezing’s not on the list of what I’m worried about.” He turned her chin up on one finger. “And if it’s grim, if he turns up and there’s not a spark in the room, then he gets back in his car and drives his two hours home, and we order a curry and laugh about it the rest of our lives. That’s the worst it gets. A wasted Saturday and a daft story.”

“That’s not the bit either, though.” She wiped her face on the back of her wrist. “I’m scared it’s the opposite. That it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and then I’ve got to climb down off it and be a wife again on the Sunday, and act like I’ve not been somewhere you can’t follow me.”

“Yeah.” He almost smiled. “I’ve had a good go at that one and all. That’s the proper one to be frightened of.” He kissed the side of her head. “We’ll do the Sunday on the Sunday.”
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She made it up to him after, which was its own apology.

It went hot fast, the pair of them, all that adrenaline with nowhere left to send it. He had her back on the bed and her bra gone and his mouth on her tits and she was already soaked and pulling at his belt before she properly caught up with herself. He got hard against her hip, thick and ready, and she got her hand round him and he groaned into her neck.

“God, I want your cock right now,” she got out against his jaw, stroking him slow, and meant every word of it. “I want you to fuck me stupid and forget the whole thing.”

And for a minute it was definitely going to happen.

Then she stopped, with her hand still on his cock and her forehead against his.

“No,” she said, half a laugh, breathing hard. “No. Not tonight.”

“No.” He was breathing as rough as her. Neither of them wanted the edge taken off. She wanted to walk into Saturday wound up tight as a spring, not soft and sated and easy.

So they didn’t. They lay on top of the made bed in the lamplight with the clothes shovelled onto the chair, her head on his chest, both of them still half-wound and letting it sit there unspent between them, which was filthier than finishing would have been.

The mask was a soft black thing she’d bought online, the tie kind, that covered her from the brow to the cheekbones and left her whole mouth bare. She’d tried it on once, alone, on the Wednesday, in front of the mirror with her heart going like a hammer, and not recognised the woman it gave her back. Those ninety seconds had been the most frightened and the most turned-on she’d been all month, the two of them again, always the two of them now.

She’d be that woman tomorrow. Not Vanessa off the salon with the leopard phone case and the sister getting married in June. Somebody with no name and no face and a body a man would drive two hours through the dark for. Lying there on Joel’s chest she could feel the want still going in her, steady, not going anywhere.

“He’ll be here this time tomorrow,” she said, up at the ceiling.

“He will.”

“That’s an actual insane sentence, that. This time tomorrow there’ll be a stranger’s coat over the back of that chair.”

“There will.” His hand moved slowly up and down her bare arm. “I’ll do a test run with the phone in the afternoon, so I’m not stood there fighting the focus when…“

“If you mention that camera one more time tonight, Joel Henderson, I’ll go straight off this bed.” But she said it warm, and felt him laugh under her ear, and turned her face into his chest.

The fear had gone smaller, not away. Just down to a size she could carry up into the morning. Tomorrow she’d be the woman in the mask. Tonight she was only his, on top of the covers, with the whole of it sat one sleep away and her body still humming and unfinished from the want of it.

She closed her eyes. Two hours up a dark motorway, behind some window she’d never see, there was a man setting an alarm for her.

Tomorrow.
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CHAPTER 14


The knock came at twenty past eight. Two soft raps, then quiet, exactly like a man who’d practised being unalarming. Vanessa was halfway into her heels. She looked at Joel across the front room, her whole face gone white above the black of the mask.

“He’s early,” she said.

“He’s bang on. You said half eight, he’s giving us ten minutes’ grace.” Joel’s own heart was going like a drum and he kept his voice flat over the top of it, because one of them had to. “You don’t have to get it. I’ll get it.”

He got it. He opened his own front door on a Saturday night to a stranger he’d only ever seen cropped off above the mouth, and there the rest of him was, filling the step. Tall. Broad in a plain dark jacket with the cold of the long drive still coming off it. A face that turned out to be ordinary and even, easy, a bit tired round the eyes from two hours of motorway. He had a small holdall in one hand like a man come to fix a boiler.

“Joel,” Tom said, already sure of it. He put his hand out and Joel shook it. It was warm and dry and ordinary. The man who’d come to fuck his wife had a perfectly nice handshake.

“Tom. Come in. You found it all right?”

“Sat nav had me going round the precinct twice, but yeah.” He wiped his feet, actually wiped his feet, and stepped into their little hall, and got bigger under the light. “I’ll not bring the car any nearer than the end of the road, by the way. For you, not me. Less of it about, the better.”

“Appreciate that.”

And then there was nowhere left for the small talk to go, and the three of them were stood in the front room with the lamp on low and the phone already propped in its little stand on the bookshelf, and Tom looked across at Vanessa for the first time, properly. The woman in the mask in the good dress, her arms half folded over herself. Joel watched him do it. Watched a stranger take his wife in, top to bottom. The bare shoulders, the dark eyes behind the mask, her tits sat full in the front of the dress. He watched the man’s face change like every man’s did, only this one had driven two hours and wasn’t going home until he’d had her.

“You weren’t kidding,” Tom said. To Joel, not to her. Low, almost kind. “Mate. You weren’t kidding.”

A charge went through Joel, hot and shameful, and he stopped fighting it at the door. There it is. He’s seeing it now. The real thing, in the room, and she’s mine and she’s about to not be.

“Drink?” Joel heard himself say, like a host. “We’ve got wine open.”

Tom huffed a small laugh and it broke the worst of it. “Go on. One. I’m driving back.”
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She let Joel pour the wine because her hands weren’t to be trusted with a bottle. She stood by the window with the mask tied tight and her pulse going in her throat. She watched the two men do the daftest, most ordinary thing, pour a glass of red and talk a minute about the roadworks on the bypass. And there she was in her own front room, dressed to be taken by one of them.

And then Tom set the glass down half-drunk, and crossed the room to her, unhurried, and the small talk was over.

He didn’t grab. He came and stood close, looking down at her from his height. He put one big hand flat against the side of her throat, his thumb along her jaw, and just held it there, warm, until she’d looked up at him slowly through the mask.

“This is yours,” he said, quiet, only for her now. “No rush in me at all. I’ve a long night and a longer drive home, and not one part of me is in a hurry over you.” Then he bent his head and kissed her, slow and certain, his hand still warm on her throat, and she made a small sound into it she hadn’t planned on making, and felt the whole frightened week of it go out of her.

She kissed him back. She got a fistful of his shirt and kissed a stranger in her own front room while her husband stood eight feet away with a phone in his hand, and it was the single most alive she had ever felt in her life.

His hands came onto her properly then, big and slow, down her back, over the curve of her arse. He pulled her firmly into him, and she could feel the long thick shape of him already hard against her belly through his jeans. She got a hand down and pressed it over him through the denim and her breath went. He was big. He was exactly as big as the photo had promised, bigger maybe with him breathing over her, and the clench of it went through her so hard she had to lock her knees.

“Fuck,” she said against his mouth, before she could stop herself. “Joel. His cock. He’s huge.”

“I know,” Joel said from across the room, low and wrecked. “I can see, love. Go on.”

Tom turned her by the hips, gentle, so the camera on the shelf had her side-on, and got the zip of the good dress down with one hand while he kissed the side of her neck. The dress went off her shoulders and down. She stood there in the lamp in her good underwear and the mask and the heels. A stranger’s hands came up to cup her tits through the bra, his thumbs going slowly over her nipples through the lace. She heard Joel’s breath catch from his side of the room, and it lit her right up. Both of them. The one touching her and the one watching. Both hers.

“Off,” Tom said, low, at the bra. She reached back and unhooked it and let it fall. His hands came onto her bare tits, heavy and warm in his palms, her nipples gone tight and dark, and he bent and got his mouth on one and sucked. She dropped her head back and moaned at the ceiling. “God, yes,” she got out, finding Joel over the man’s shoulder.

She got him out of his shirt. She got his belt going with her hands shaking and pushed the jeans down, and then his cock was out, in her hand, and she actually stopped and looked at it. Thick. Long. Heavier than Joel’s, the plain hard fact of it standing up out of her fist with more of it left over than she was used to, the head of it already wet. She heard herself make a noise. Behind her, by the shelf, she heard her husband make very nearly the same one.

She went down on her knees on her own front-room carpet and took a stranger’s cock in her mouth.

She’d never done it, not once in her whole life, with anyone but Joel. She got the head of him in and her jaw stretched round the width of it. She worked him with her hand and her mouth together, wet and noisy, how she best liked it. Tom groaned above her and got a slow hand into her hair, not pushing, just holding. She looked up the length of him through the mask while she sucked. Past his hip she found Joel, stood there filming, his face come apart with it. She kept her eyes on her husband while she sucked another man’s cock, and felt the power of it go through her like current.

She came off him with a gasp and a string of it and looked up, her hand still working a stranger’s cock.

“God, look at the size of him,” she said, thick with it, her eyes going from the cock in her fist to Joel and back. “I can barely get my mouth round his cock.” She got up off her knees. “Lie me down. I want that cock in me.”
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Joel filmed his wife getting laid out on their own bed by a man twice the breadth of him, and he had never in his life been so hard, and so small, and so completely where he wanted to be.

They’d moved through to the bedroom. He’d gone ahead and got the lamp right and propped the phone on the chest of drawers at the angle they’d talked about. Then there was nothing left for him to do but the one thing he’d been built for, which was to stand at the edge of it and witness. Tom laid her back across the bed. He took her knickers off her slowly, down her legs and over the heels, and dropped them, and knelt up between her open thighs. Joel got the shot of his wife spread open and masked and waiting on a stranger, and thought he might go off in his jeans before the man had even touched her.

Tom didn’t go straight in. The man had patience in him that Joel could only watch and ache at. He bent down and put his mouth on her first, between her legs, and ate her properly. She arched up off the bed and fisted both hands in the duvet. Joel got his wife’s face above the black mask while another man’s tongue worked her, her mouth fallen open, the noises coming out of her he’d thought were only ever his to get.

Then Tom knelt up and lined himself against her and pushed, slow, and Joel watched his wife take the first inch of a cock that wasn’t his.

It went into her by degrees, the man working it into her slow. Joel watched her stretch round it. Watched her face go and her back come up off the bed. Watched her cunt open up and take a man so much bigger than the husband filming it that there was no kidding anyone in that room about anything anymore. He had his own cock out of his jeans now, in his fist. He didn’t remember getting it out. He stood at the foot of his own bed and watched a better man sink the whole thick length of himself into his wife. The want and the shame and the love all in him at once, and he couldn’t have pulled one of them clear of the rest.

“Oh my God,” Vanessa got out, when Tom was all the way in her. “Oh my God. He’s so deep. Fuck, he’s so far up in me. Joel. Joel.”

“I’m here,” he said. His voice came out in pieces. “I’ve got it. I’ve got all of it. Look at you.”
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He took her slow to start, all the way out and all the way back in, in no rush at all, and she lay under him with her legs wrapped up over his and lost whole minutes of herself.

It was too much and exactly enough. She’d been a married woman with one man her whole adult life. She had genuinely not known, not really, that it could be this. This stretched-open helpless flooding thing, a stranger’s weight pinning her to her own bed, his cock so deep in her she could feel it in her stomach.

He learned her fast, the patient sod. Twice he took her right up to the edge of it, her whole body gone tight and shaking and nearly there. Twice he felt it climbing and slowed himself right down, all the way down, holding deep and still inside her while she made a noise that wasn’t a word and clawed at his back to get him moving again. He wouldn’t be hurried. By the third time he had her near begging out loud for it, past caring who heard, and from his side of the room Joel heard every word of it come out of his wife’s mouth.

“Please,” she was saying, the words torn right out of her, the mask gone dark at the edges. “Please don’t stop, let me come, I need to fucking come on his cock.”

She turned her head on the pillow and found the phone’s little eye, and behind it Joel, with himself in his hand, watching. She held his eyes through the mask and let him see her come apart on somebody else.

“He’s so big, babe,” she told him, gasping it out across the room at her husband while another man fucked her steady and deep. “I can feel every bit of him up inside me, and you’re filming it, you’re stood there hard watching me take his cock…“

“I know,” Joel said, broken. “I know I am.”

“…and I love you. I love you, I love you so much, and I have never wanted anything in my whole life like I want you watching me do this.” She got a cry out as Tom drove deep and held it.

“I’m coming,” she got out, climbing, helpless with it. “Oh fuck, I’m coming on his cock, Joel, I’m⁠—“

She came like that, the first time, with her husband’s eyes on her and a stranger’s cock buried to the root in her. A long shaking wave of it she heard herself wail through, ugly and honest, nothing held back for anyone. Tom worked her through it, slowed, let her ride it down.

Then he sat himself back against the headboard and drew her up over him, and she came up gladly and sank down onto him, taking the whole of him again in one slow drop, a sound coming out of her she didn’t know she owned. And then she rode him. She got her hands flat on his chest and worked her hips down onto his cock. Slow and deep at first, then not slow, her thighs burning, her tits swinging heavy and bare with every drop of her. She wanted Joel to have this bit most of all. She wanted the whole world that wasn’t allowed her face to see exactly this: a masked wife riding a real cock with her husband knelt up close enough to touch them, filming the place where they joined.

“Get it from the side,” she told him, rolling down onto Tom, finding the little lens and then Joel behind it and holding them both. “Get me fucking him, get his cock going in me. I want to see after exactly what you saw tonight.” She rolled her hips down hard and threw her head back.

[image: ]


Joel moved round and got the shot from the side, and there it was, the thing he’d been driving toward since the first faceless photo on a bored Friday, the thing he’d wanted and not let himself name and then named in his own kitchen at one in the morning. His wife riding a stranger in the mask, her tits swaying full and heavy with every drop of her hips. Another man’s cock sliding up into her wet and thick and shining as she worked herself down onto it, taking the whole of him and lifting off slick to the tip. The slap of her arse coming down on his thighs filled the bedroom. Joel knelt in close with the phone and caught the place where they joined, every bit of it going in and out of her.

He was past words. He filmed it with one hand and worked himself with the other. It climbed in him fast, unstoppable. This thing he’d never get to tell a living soul: that watching a better man fuck his wife on their own bed was the hardest and the happiest he had ever been, both at once.

“She’s close again,” Tom said, low, the first he’d spoken in an age, reading her body like he’d known it years. “You want it together, mate, or you want me to finish in her?”

“In her,” Vanessa said, before Joel could. “In me. I want his cum in me, all of it, right up inside me…“

Joel came first. He hadn’t meant to and he couldn’t have stopped it if the house was burning. He stood there at the side of his own bed and came helplessly over his own hand in long pulls, untouched near enough. Just off the watching. Just off the sight of his wife taking another man. He heard himself say it, the only words left in him.

“Jesus fucking Christ.”

And Tom gripped her hips and pulled her down hard to the root and held her there and finished in her, and Vanessa cried out and came a second time around him, and Joel, still shaking, still emptying, got the phone steady with both hands and caught it, the man’s cock buried to the hilt and pumping into his wife, her body clenched and shuddering through it, the whole of it, saved.

When she lifted off him at last, slowly, Joel got that too, the last thing, a thick run of the man’s cum sliding out of her and down the inside of her thigh, his own heart going so hard he could hear it. He had wanted to be the small one in the corner. He had got exactly what he asked for.

It was decent, after.

Tom stayed easy with it. He pulled the duvet up over her first, before himself, then sat on the edge of the bed and got his breath, and when she laughed, shaky and stunned, he laughed too, a real one. He went and cleaned up in their bathroom and came back dressed, the ordinary tired man again, the boiler fixed.

“You two are alright, you are,” he said, pulling his jacket on. He meant it plainly, no leer on it. “Genuinely. Look after each other.” He nodded at the phone. “And that stays where it’s meant to. I trust you.”

“It does,” Joel said. “Drive safe.”

“Long road.” He paused at the bedroom door and looked back at the pair of them, the masked woman in the bed and the wrung-out husband stood by the drawers. “Daft idea, this. Best daft idea I’ve had in years. Night, you two.”

And then his car started up at the end of the road, and pulled away, and was gone, two hours back to a city they’d never see, and the flat went enormous and quiet around them.

Vanessa pulled the mask off. Her face under it was wrecked and flushed and shining and about nineteen years old. Joel got onto the bed and she came into him hard, all of her. He held her while she shook. Neither of them said anything for a long while.

On the chest of drawers, the phone held twenty-six minutes of it, waiting.

“We can’t ever take it back now,” she said into his chest. She was already up ahead of him, he could hear it.

“No,” Joel said, and kissed the top of her damp head, and did not want to. “No, we can’t.”
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CHAPTER 15


By the Wednesday the video had done more numbers than everything else they’d ever posted put together, twice over.

Joel watched it happen from his grey desk with the feed in a window the size of a stamp, the way he watched all of it now, and there was honestly no word for the size of it. They’d posted bolder things than they’d meant to before and sat there glad while they climbed. This one didn’t climb. This one went off like something with a fuse on it. Twenty-six minutes of his masked wife taking a stranger on their own bed, and the whole of that hidden world had lost its mind so completely that the face-reveal looked, now, like a quiet night in. The counter on it had stopped ticking. It just ran.

He’d watched the clip back four times since Sunday, alone, with the door shut and his cock in his hand. He knew exactly which second the comments meant when they said the bit. Her on top in the mask, riding a cock half again the size of his, looking dead into the lens while she did it. His wife. Taking another man clean to the root and loving it, his own shaky breath just catching on the audio if you knew to listen for it. He sat there at half ten on a Wednesday, half-hard in his work trousers over a thing he’d filmed with his own hands. He could not have told a living soul in that building any part of it.

That’s mine. He scrolled the feed under the desk while Dorian droned about a smashed consignment of bathroom suites somewhere near Carlisle. That one. Top of the whole board this week, the one the entire site’s been wanking itself raw over since Sunday. My wife. And I’m the one who held the phone, and you’d none of you believe me if I stood on this desk and roared it. Nobody to a room full of people, with the hottest thing on the internet that week sitting warm in his pocket. He’d never in his life felt so invisible, or so quietly, filthily enormous about it.

Dorian wandered off and came back twenty minutes later and called him Jamie again. Had Jamie made any headway with the Carlisle lot. Joel said leave it with him, and Jamie did, and he’d been Jamie at that desk for the best part of a year and never once put the man right. Today of all days he loved it. He genuinely loved being a name nobody could land on a face nobody ever placed. Let them have Jamie. Jamie went home every single night of his life to her, and Jamie was the one who held the phone, and not one of them would ever, ever know.

They read the comments together that night, the way they always had, except there was no reading them all now. There were thousands. They lay on the bed with the laptop propped on his knees and picked the good ones out of the flood, the old game gone enormous.

> size_diff_enjoyer: FINALLY. ive been telling you for months and you finally did it. THAT is what she was built for. best thing on this entire site, no argument. now do it again, and again, and dont you dare put the free stuff back up after this [image: smirking face].

“There he is,” Vanessa said, propped warm on his chest. “My horrible little number-one fan. He’s been waiting on this since about March, bless him.”

“He reckons he made it happen.”

“He sort of did, though, didn’t he…“ She said it lightly. “Go on. Next.”

> QuietAdmirer: ive been here since the very first night, the faceless one. watched the whole thing happen to the two of you, step by step. didnt expect to feel proud of a pair of strangers but here i am. look after each other out there, eh. shes really something.

> GenerousG: right. im not going to insult either of you by lowballing after THAT. whatever youre charging for the proper full-length stuff, im first in line and im paying top whack. you know im good for it. name your number.

“He’s back,” Joel said.

“Course he’s back. They’re all back, the whole soft lot of them.” She read GenerousG’s twice. Joel could feel her doing it against his chest, slowly, and she didn’t laugh that one off.

There was a blunt one a bit further down. She read it out in a filthy growl, doing the voice, both of them cackling: would’ve paid a month’s wages to be the lucky bastard on that bed, she takes it like a dream, lads. And there was a soft daft one about her tits that made her preen. And then, sitting in among the thousands like it weighed nothing at all, there was one neither of them said a single word about.

> bigger_n_better92: lovely stuff. now do it properly, get a big black cock in her and youll really have something to sell. thats where this ends up and you both know it deep down [image: smirking face].

Joel scrolled past it half a second after she’d read it. Neither of them spoke. It went into the flood with the rest and stayed in the room a good while after it had gone off the screen.

He found the one he was actually looking for last, because he always checked it now, the way you check a door’s locked before bed. Four taps down, in among all the noise. The grey circle. The name with the year stuck on the end. And the little unread dot was gone off it, because on Sunday night, hours after the video went up,

dave_m_1984 had opened his own old unanswered message and added one underneath.

> nice one. knew youd get there in the end, shes a natural [image: winking face]. small world though, eh. enjoy it while the masks still on x

Joel had read that about forty times since Sunday and shown her none of them. He turned the screen a touch away now, like he had three weeks back in a kitchen. He scrolled up over the top of it and said nothing, and felt the old cold come down him under all the heat. While the mask’s still on. The man had been there since before her face. He’d watched the whole thing happen, same as the nice one. Only the nice one wished them well, and this one was keeping count.

“You’ve gone quiet on me,” Vanessa said.

“Just knackered. Big week.” He kissed the top of her head and shut the laptop on all of it, the thousands of them, the one of him. She let him, which she’d not have done a month ago.

[image: ]


The salon didn’t have the first idea, and that was the maddest part of Vanessa’s entire life now.

She went in on the Thursday and did a perm and two colours and a fringe, made the every-three-weeks one her coffee, listened properly to Donna about her hip. And the whole shift she was quietly the most-watched woman on a website with a hundred thousand strangers on it, and not one soul under those bright salon spots had a clue. She caught her own eye in the big mirror between clients. An ordinary woman in a black apron with a comb behind her ear. She nearly laughed out loud at the size of what she was carrying about under it.

And then, just after three, the not-laughing kind. A woman in for a half-head looked up sharp from her phone with a little gasp and turned the screen round, and for one white second Vanessa’s whole body went to ice. But it was a clip of a dog falling off a sofa, hilarious, did she want to see. Vanessa laughed, a second too late and a note too high, and went back to the foils with her hands not quite steady on the brush. That was the other thing the video had bought her, the bit that never showed up in the numbers. There was a hundred times more of her loose out there now for someone to trip over. A hundred thousand of them, in fact. And one already had.

Because here was the thing nobody had warned her, the thing she’d been frightened of out loud in the bedroom the night before, and she had been dead right to be. It hadn’t been nothing. It had been the furthest thing from nothing there was. She’d walked round changed for the best part of a week, lit up low and constant. Like a woman who’d found a door in a house she’d lived in for years, gone through it, and seen how much more of it there was than she’d ever once guessed. And now she couldn’t unknow it.

It had got into their own bed, too, the change. Their sex had stopped being the careful, lovely, lights-low thing it had been her whole adult life. The night before, half over the talk, she’d ended up on top of him, riding him hard with her hands flat on his chest, telling him every filthy thing she’d felt with Tom’s cock in her while Joel watched. He’d come up into her like a younger man, like a different one, gasping at her to keep talking. Don’t stop. Tell me again. They’d never be vanilla again. The posting hadn’t fixed a single thing, because nothing had been broken. It had just thrown every window in the house open at once.

She did not want to go back through the door. That was the whole of it, sat plain in her over somebody’s roots on the Thursday. They’d done the maddest thing two married people could do, and the sky had stayed exactly where it was. Joel had come home from it more hers than he’d ever been. And the only feeling she could find, when she went hunting for the regret, was a low steady frightening pull toward the next thing. A bigger one. Her own one. She’d caught herself at it over somebody’s roots that very afternoon, picturing it plain as day: a man she’d pick next time for his cock and not just his postcode, or two of them, and Joel down the foot of the bed filming her take the lot. The clench of it had gone through her in the middle of the salon and she’d had to go and fold towels that were already folded.

She said it to him that night, in the dark, because the dark was where she kept the true ones now.

“I don’t want it to have been a one-off,” she said. “I know that’s what we agreed. But I’ve thought about nothing else all week, and I don’t want that to have been the last time. I want it to have been the first.”

“I know you don’t,” Joel said quietly into the dark.

“And I don’t want it living on your free page anymore, where horrible Dave gets to sit and watch it for nothing.” She felt him go still, listening hard. “I want my own. A proper paid one. The kind they hand a card over to get into, where it’s mine, all of it, the money and the lot, and they get nothing off me they’ve not paid for first.”

She propped herself up on an elbow to find his face. “GenerousG said he’s first in line. There’s a whole line of grown men out there with their wallets already open, and we keep telling them no like we’re being good… What exactly are we being good for, at this point?”

It was a long way from the bored Friday on the sofa with the lager and the laptop, and she could feel precisely how far. She could feel herself a clean stride out in front of him in the dark, the way she’d been a stride in front the whole time, ever since the very first mine are nicer than hers. She lay there and waited to see if he’d come up the road and catch her, the way he always had.

“Let me have a think about it,” he said, which was Joel for yes.

“There’s nothing to think about, babe. There’s only when.”

He pulled her down against him and she let him, and she felt his heart going under her ear, quick and hard, the cameraman’s heart and not the careful man’s at all anymore. She’d married the careful one. She was fairly sure she’d ended up married to somebody else entirely by now, somebody she’d dug out of him with her own two hands these last few months. And she liked the new one even more, which she’d honestly not have believed possible back in the spring.

“You’re going to leave me behind one of these days,” he said into her hair. He said it light.

“Don’t be soft, you.” She kissed his bare chest, slowly. “Who’d hold the camera?”

But she didn’t say no to the rest of it. She lay there in the dark with her changed body still humming and her head already three streets up the road. Building the thing. Choosing a name for it like they’d chosen the first one on the sofa a whole lifetime ago. She’d have a page of her own by the spring. She could see the entire shape of it. And out past the dark window a hundred thousand strangers were already waiting on her. One of them knew her name. A kind one wished her well. And a loud one wanted to take her somewhere she’d not yet let herself look at properly in the daylight.

She closed her eyes and thought slowly about all of it, every last one of them, and was not remotely afraid.
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There she goes, Joel thought, holding on to her in the dark, feeling her get further away from him and pulling her in closer against him in the very same breath. He was the small bloke who’d hold the camera while the whole world had his wife. He had wanted exactly this. He had got it. And it was already bigger than him, and going to get bigger yet.

There she goes.


THE STORY CONTINUES


Joel and Vanessa’s story is only getting started.

Shared is a three-book series, and Posted is where it begins… And let’s be honest, it was never going to stay small.

Shared, Book Two

The posts were free. The next step isn’t. Especially when there’s real money on the table, and Joel finds out what it costs to give the world exactly what it’s asking for. But what will Vanessa do once someone’s paying to watch?

Coming soon.

Shared, Book Three

No more bad lighting and borrowed nerve. It is time for the real productions. The biggest rooms, the most people, and the furthest either of them has ever gone.

Coming soon.
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Jack Saliba writes hotwife and shared-couple erotica for people who want the marriage as much as the sex — stories about ordinary couples, the things they don’t say out loud, and what happens when they finally do.

He’s mostly drawn to the warm kind of filthy with real beds, real lives, two people who like each other walking one another out past where they thought they’d go.

When a book lands right, it’s usually because somebody took a minute to say so. Reviews keep these coming, so if Posted did it for you, a quick line on Amazon means more than you’d think!


ALSO BY JACK SALIBA

If you enjoyed Posted, I write filthy standalone hotwife novellas & novels — the heat and the marriage both. Here’s where to go next.

Cabin Fever

She can’t stand his best friend. But... she can’t stop. Twelve easy years, a remote lake house off the grid, and the husband’s crude mate they never should have let tag along.

Fair’s Fair

It was Tom’s idea to make it even — and even is the one thing it was never going to be. Who said wife-swapping can’t go wrong… (or right, so darn right).

The Man Next Door

Sarah turns heads, and her husband loves it — so the one man who never looks twice is the one she can’t stop thinking about. An age-gap story about restraint, and the nerve to want what you know you shouldn’t.
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