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Chapter 1: The Confirmation 


The plastic stick lay on the marble counter like a verdict. Corinna Preece sat on the edge of the claw-foot tub and watched the little screen flicker from blank to *Pregnant 3+*, the letters crisp and blue against the white. 

She had bought the test yesterday. Three mornings of waking to the particular queasiness she recognized from four previous experiences—three successful, one not. She had driven to the Tesco in Stroud instead of the one on Stroud Road, had placed the test in her basket beneath a bunch of asparagus and a carton of milk, as if the milk were the purpose and the test an afterthought. The cashier had been a girl of perhaps eighteen with a nose ring and the weary affect of the very young. Corinna had paid with her debit card, because using cash would have been an admission that she was hiding something. 

Now she was hiding something. 

The bathroom was her favourite room in the Painswick house, renovated three years ago with the heated floors that made winter mornings bearable and the marble she had chosen herself from a yard in Stroud. She had stood in this room at twenty-five, testing positive for Sebastian, her hand pressed flat against her stomach as if she could already feel him. She had stood here at thirty-two, weeping through the early loss that she told no one about except Nick, her body hollow and her mind refusing to accept the emptiness. She had stood here at thirty-four, testing positive for Ivy, and at thirty-nine, testing positive for Theo. 

Each time the stick had been a threshold. She had crossed it each time with joy, or at least with certainty. 

This time she crossed it into a room whose dimensions she could not yet see. 

She wrapped the test in toilet paper and buried it at the bottom of the kitchen bin under coffee grounds and eggshells. She made tea, the ritual of it—kettle, pot, milk—a rope she could pull herself along. The morning light through the kitchen window caught the dust motes drifting above the table. Beyond the glass, the wisteria was beginning to fade from purple to the grey-brown of spent blossoms, the petals collecting in soft drifts on the stone path. 

She sat and drank her tea and tried to feel something she could name. 

Nick had left at seven for a site visit in Hereford. Some fifteenth-century tithe barn they were stabilizing. He had kissed her forehead before he went, his lips lingering a moment longer than usual, and she had wondered then if he could smell it on her, this secret, this thing her body was doing without her permission. 

The children were at school. Sebastian back at Durham for his final term. Ivy in Year 10 with her GCSEs looming. Theo in Year 5, still young enough to want his packed lunch cut into triangles. The quiet was the ordinary Tuesday quiet of a house whose inhabitants had departed into their separate lives. 

She was forty years old. Forty in September, three months away. She would be forty when this child arrived, if she carried it, if she kept it. But there was no if about keeping it. The thought had not even formed as a question. That was perhaps the most terrifying part. 

She finished her tea and washed the cup, her movements deliberate, precise, the movements of someone trying to prove to herself that she was still in control of something. 

The call came at eleven, when she was sitting in the garden with a book she had not read a single page of. The spine was cracked, the pages soft from being handled and set aside a dozen times. Middlemarch. She had been carrying it around for weeks, reading the same passages, setting it down, picking it up again. 

"Darling." Margo's voice was warm, slightly breathless, as it always was. "Tell me you haven't made other plans for the summer." 

Corinna closed the book on her finger. "I haven't made plans for anything." The words came out flatter than she intended. She corrected her tone. "What are you planning?" 

"Thomas has booked Italy." Margo's voice lifted on the last words, as if she were already there, already tasting the wine and the sun. "Lake Como. A villa with a garden that goes all the way down to the water. The whole of August." 

"It sounds wonderful." 

"It would be, except—" Margo's voice dropped into the register she used when she was about to ask for something. "Dorian." 

Corinna waited. 

"He's staying. He says he wants to read for his course, get ahead before he starts. Thomas thinks it's a good idea, giving him some independence. And I agree, in theory. In practice—" She exhaled. "He'll be at The Old Forge on his own for a month. I know he's nineteen. I know he's perfectly capable. But you'll be at Cwm Bryn for some of August, won't you? With the younger two?" 

Cwm Bryn. The converted farmhouse in Staunton, forty-five minutes from Painswick, where she took Ivy and Theo during school holidays. The Old Forge was less than two miles away, down a lane that wound through woodland and across a stone bridge over a stream. 

"I hadn't planned the dates yet. But yes, we'll be there." 

"Would you mind—" Margo hesitated, and Corinna heard in that hesitation the genuine mother's worry, the particular anxiety of someone who had poured all her love into a single child. "Would you just check on him? Now and then? Make sure he's eating something other than crisps?" 

"Of course. I'll keep an eye on him." 

"You're a saint." Margo's relief was palpable. "I'll bring him over before we leave, remind him to be helpful, to do the heavy lifting if you need anything. Especially with—" She stopped. "How are you feeling, by the way? You sounded tired last week." 

The question landed like a stone in still water. Corinna watched the ripples spread. "I'm fine. Just the usual." 

"The usual," Margo repeated, and Corinna could hear her smile. "At forty, the usual becomes a moving target. I'll let you go. I have to pack, and I am constitutionally incapable of packing without taking everything out and starting over at least twice." 

They said goodbye. Corinna sat with her phone in her lap and watched a blackbird tug a worm from the lawn with the patient determination of a creature that knew exactly what it wanted. 

She had not told Margo. She had not told anyone. She had not even told Nick, and Nick was the father, the person she had told every important thing to for sixteen years. She had sat across from him at breakfast and watched him butter toast and tell her about the fifteenth-century tithe barn, and she had said nothing. 

She would tell him tonight. 

The thought should have been comforting. Instead, it sat in her chest like something that had not yet been named. 

Nick was in the kitchen when she came down after putting Theo to bed. He was rinsing wine glasses at the sink, his sleeves rolled to the elbow, the warm light catching the grey at his temples. His hands were competent, familiar, the hands of a man who had spent twenty years learning to understand buildings by touching them. 

She stood in the doorway, her arms crossed over her chest, and realized she was holding herself the same way she had held herself at twenty-five when she told him about Sebastian. The same unconscious posture of protection. 

He looked up. His eyes were grey-blue, the kind that changed with the light, and he was still handsome in the way that men who had never been beautiful in youth become handsome in middle age—the architecture of his face revealed now that the softness of his twenties had given way to something more defined. 

"What's wrong?" He said it without alarm. Nick was not a man who alarmed easily. 

"Nothing is wrong." She sat at the table, and he turned from the sink, drying his hands on a tea towel, and sat across from her. "I found out today. I'm pregnant." 

The silence that followed was not the silence of shock or calculation. It was the silence of a man arranging his features into the correct expression while his mind caught up with information it had not been prepared to receive. 

"Pregnant." 

"Yes." 

He ran a hand through his hair, and she noticed for the first time that he looked tired. He always looked tired lately, but she had stopped seeing it. "You're forty, Corinna." 

"I'm aware." 

"No, I mean—" He stopped, rearranged his thoughts. "Is it safe? At your age?" 

"Women have babies at forty. At forty-five. It's not unusual." 

"But we weren't—" He didn't finish the sentence. They had not been trying. They had not been preventing, exactly, but at their age, with their history, it had seemed academic. 

"I'm about six weeks. Maybe seven. I'll see Dr. Palmer next week." 

Nick reached across the table and took her hand. His palm was warm, slightly rough from the restoration work he insisted on doing himself. "Are you happy?" 

It was the question she had been asking herself all day, and she still did not have an answer. 

"I'm trying to understand it," she said carefully. "I wasn't expecting it. I didn't know I wanted it. But now that it's here—" She stopped. "I don't know how I feel." 

Nick nodded slowly. He did not pull away. "We can do this. If you want to do this. We have the space. We have the means. We have—" He smiled, slightly crooked, entirely unguarded. "We have a lot of practice." 

She laughed. She had not expected to laugh, but it came out of her, a release of something that had been wound too tight all day. "We do." 

"Then we'll figure it out." He squeezed her hand. "We always do." 

He came around the table and pulled her up into his arms. She let herself lean into the familiar shape of him—the breadth of his chest, the way his chin settled against the top of her head. She closed her eyes and tried to let the certainty of him fill the hollow space the morning had opened in her. 

He was pleased. He was practical. He was already rearranging their lives around this new fact. 

She pressed her face into his shoulder and told herself it was hormones. It was nothing. It would pass. 

The weeks that followed settled into the ordinary rhythm of a household preparing for summer. School assemblies and end-of-term concerts. Theo came home with a drawing of a cow that he said was for the baby, and she looked at it and realized he had drawn it on his own, without being told. 

She saw Dr. Palmer, who was matter-of-fact and reassuring. Her age was a factor but not a barrier. She scheduled the usual tests and told her to take folic acid and rest when she was tired. She was eight weeks, then nine. The nausea came and went like weather, and she learned to eat dry toast before she got out of bed. 

She did not tell Margo. Margo was leaving for Italy, and the timing never seemed right, and then it seemed too late, and then it seemed like a secret she was keeping for reasons she did not fully understand. 

She did not tell anyone except Nick and the children. Theo was delighted. Ivy said nothing, looked at her mother's stomach with an expression that might have been curiosity or might have been judgment, and retreated further into her room. Sebastian, home for a week before his summer job in Bristol, said "Wow" and then "Are you okay?" in a tone that was more adult than she was prepared for. 

"I'm fine," she said. "It's just unexpected." 

"Yeah." He was tall, taller than Nick now, with her auburn hair and his father's steady gaze. He was leaving in a week, moving into a shared house with three other students, beginning a life that was separate from theirs. 

She thought she had been ready for that. She had not accounted for the way this new pregnancy would make his departure feel like something else entirely—not just a child becoming a man, but a door closing on a chapter she had not known she was still writing. 

She thought about this sometimes, in the quiet hours when she could not sleep. The shape her life had taken. The decisions she had made without quite deciding them. The degree she had finished but never used. The career she had not pursued. The houses she had filled with children and routines and the accumulated detritus of a life lived for others. 

She was happy. She was certain she was happy. 

But there was something else there, something that moved beneath the surface of her days like a current she had learned not to feel. 

She packed for Cwm Bryn on a Friday. The cottage was smaller than Painswick, older, built from the same local stone that seemed to absorb the light of the valley and hold it. She had found it ten years ago, when Nick's practice was doing well and they had started looking for somewhere that was not quite a holiday home but not quite a second residence. Somewhere they could come when the Cotswolds felt too curated, too observed. 

She folded a dress she did not remember buying. A sundress in a soft blue, from a shop in Stroud. She had tried it on without really thinking about why she was trying it on. The fabric was light, the cut something she would not have worn a year ago. She packed it without examining the impulse that had made her buy it. 

She thought about Dorian Vaughan as she folded it. Margo's boy. She had known him since he was four. She had held him when he fell off his bicycle and scraped his knee. She had watched him in school plays. She had attended his eighteenth birthday party and given him a copy of The Name of the Rose because Margo said he was reading everything he could get his hands on. 

She had seen him last at the village fête in May. He had helped Margo carry her paintings from the car, and she had noticed, with the distant observation of a woman who had stopped looking at young men as anything other than her children's friends, that he was no longer a boy. He had the long-limbed grace of someone who had recently finished growing into his body. 

He had looked at her across the field with an expression she had not been able to read. Then he had smiled, and she had smiled back, and she had not thought about it again. 

Until now. 

She was thinking about it now, for reasons she could not explain. She told herself it was the pregnancy making her mind wander into strange territories. The heat of July making everything feel slightly unreal. 

She folded the blue dress and placed it in the suitcase. She was forty years old. She was pregnant. She was a wife and a mother and a friend. 

She was about to spend a month in a quiet house in the Wye Valley, and she did not know yet what would find her there. 

Chapter 2: The Request 

The last week of July arrived with the particular heaviness that precedes the Wye Valley's summer storms. Corinna had been at Cwm Bryn for four days, and already the rhythm of the place was working its way into her bones—the slow mornings with coffee on the terrace, the afternoons when the heat pressed down and the only sound was the drone of insects, the evenings when the light lingered on the hills across the valley until it seemed the day would never end. 

The house was smaller than Painswick, older, built from sandstone that held the day's warmth well into the night. Nick had spent two years correcting the mistakes of a previous renovation, and now it was theirs in a way the Painswick house had never quite been—less a showpiece than a shelter. The garden ran wild at the edges, which she preferred. There was a vegetable patch producing more courgettes than any family could reasonably consume, and a patch of raspberries that Theo checked every morning for new fruit, and at the back, where the lawn gave way to woodland, a stone bench that looked out over the valley toward the Black Mountains on clear days. 

She had sat there yesterday evening, watching the light drain from the sky, and had felt something she had not felt in years: the simple, uncomplicated pleasure of being alone with her own thoughts. 

She was eleven weeks now. The nausea had subsided, replaced by a steady hunger that seemed to have no relation to what she actually ate. Her body was changing in ways she noticed but no one else would—the slight softening at her waist, the fullness of her breasts, the way her clothes fit differently depending on the hour of the day. She stood in front of the bedroom mirror some mornings, turning sideways, looking at herself with an attention she had not paid to her body in years. 

Not vanity. Curiosity. This body had carried three children to term. She had thought it was finished. Now it was doing the work again, without her consultation, and she was watching it with the distant fascination of someone observing a landscape she had thought she knew. 

Nick had come down for the weekend, had helped her settle in, had made love to her on Saturday night with the windows open and the sound of the stream coming up from the garden. It had been gentle, careful, the way he had been with her in the early months of her previous pregnancies. Afterwards she had lain awake while his breathing slowed into sleep, and she had felt the absence of something she could not name. 

She pushed the thought away. 

Margo and Thomas were leaving for Italy on the twenty-ninth. Corinna had promised to check on Dorian, and the promise had been easy to make in the abstract. Now that she was here, now that the quiet of Cwm Bryn had settled around her, she found herself delaying the first visit. 

There was no reason for it. Dorian was nineteen, not nine. A text message would suffice. She could send him a message saying she was in the area if he needed anything, and that would fulfill the obligation. 

She did not send a text. She told herself she would go tomorrow, after she had taken Theo to the river and made sure Ivy had done something other than stare at her phone for the afternoon. 

She went the day after that instead. 

The lane to The Old Forge was narrow, bordered by hedgerows thick with elderflower and the first blackberries of the season. She drove slowly, the windows down, the air heavy with the smell of ripening fruit and the damp earth of the woodland that crowded the road on either side. The house was set back from the lane, approached through a gate she had opened a hundred times over the years, and when she pulled into the gravel drive, she was struck by how different it looked without Margo's car parked in its usual spot, without the easel that was always set up on the terrace when the weather was good. 

The house itself was a converted forge, long and low, with a stone slate roof and windows that were slightly too large for the original structure—Margo's doing, she had said, because she could not bear to live in darkness. The garden was Margo's too, a profusion of planting that looked wild but was carefully curated. Roses climbed the walls of the terrace. Lavender spilled onto the gravel paths. A small orchard at the back had been there when they bought the property, and Margo had restored it with the same attention she gave to her paintings. 

Corinna parked beside a battered Land Rover she recognized as Thomas's, left for Dorian's use, and sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel. She had known Dorian since he was four. She had held him when he fell off his bicycle and scraped his knee. He was not a stranger. He was the son of her closest friend. A boy she had watched grow up. 

She got out of the car. 

The heat hit her immediately, thicker here than at Cwm Bryn, the valley holding the warmth in its bowl. The garden was quiet, the only sound the buzz of insects and the distant hum of a mower from somewhere across the valley. She walked up the path to the front door, which was open, the screen door the only barrier between the house and the garden. 

"Dorian?" She knocked on the frame of the screen door. "It's Corinna." 

She heard movement inside, footsteps on the stone floor, and then the screen door swung open and he was there. 

She had seen him in May, at the fête, but she had not looked at him properly then. She looked at him now. 

He was taller than she remembered, or perhaps he had always been tall and she had not registered it because he had been a child in her mind. His hair was dark, the same dark brown as Thomas's, longer than it had been, curling slightly at the collar. His face had lost the softness of adolescence; the jaw was sharper, the cheekbones more defined. He was wearing a faded t-shirt that had once been grey and was now the indeterminate colour of something that had been washed too many times, and jeans that were worn thin at the knees, and he was barefoot. 

Then he smiled, and he was Dorian again, the boy she had known. The smile was quick, genuine, and the moment of strangeness passed. 

"Auntie Corinna." He stepped back, holding the screen door open. "Mum said you might come." 

"She asked me to check on you." She stepped into the house, and the cool of the stone floor was a relief after the heat outside. "Make sure you're eating something other than crisps." 

"I've been cooking. Sort of. I made a curry last night. It was edible." 

"Edible is the highest praise a nineteen-year-old can expect." She looked around the kitchen, which was tidier than she had expected—dishes washed and stacked on the draining board, the table clear except for a stack of books and a laptop. "You're managing, then?" 

"I'm managing." He leaned against the counter, and she saw that he was watching her with an expression she could not quite read. "How are you? Mum said you were coming down for August." 

"I'm here now. At Cwm Bryn. With Ivy and Theo." 

"Theo must be excited. He's what, nine now?" 

"Nine. He's already planning to catch something in the river and keep it as a pet." 

Dorian laughed, and the sound of it was familiar, unchanged from the laugh she had heard a hundred times over the years. "I remember being nine. I tried to keep a frog in my bedroom. Mum found it three days later. She was not pleased." 

"I remember that. She called me in a panic because she didn't know what to feed it." 

"You told her to let it go." 

"I did. And she did." She smiled at him, and the ease of the conversation was a relief. This was normal. She had been worrying about nothing. 

"Do you want tea?" He moved toward the kettle. "Or something cold? There's elderflower cordial Mum made before she left. It's actually good, not like the stuff you buy." 

"Elderflower would be lovely." 

He made the drinks with the same efficiency she had seen in Margo, the same easy competence in the kitchen. She watched him without meaning to—the long line of his back, the concentration on his face as he poured the cordial into glasses and added ice from the freezer. 

He handed her a glass, and their fingers touched for a moment. She pulled back without thinking, more quickly than she should have. 

He did not seem to notice. He raised his own glass, condensation already beading on the outside. "To managing." 

"To managing," she echoed, and drank. 

The elderflower was good, lighter and less sweet than the cordial she made herself. She stood at the kitchen counter and drank it and looked out the window at the garden, and Dorian stood across from her, leaning against the refrigerator, and the silence between them was not uncomfortable but it was not quite comfortable either. 

"Mum says you're writing something," she said. 

"Trying to." He shrugged. "I'm supposed to be reading for my course, but I keep getting distracted." 

"What are you writing?" 

"A story. I don't know if it's any good." He looked down at his glass. "I don't really know what it's about yet. That sounds stupid." 

"It doesn't sound stupid. That's what writing is, isn't it? Finding out what you're trying to say." 

He looked up at that, and there was something in his expression she had not seen before—not the openness of the boy she had known, but something more guarded, more adult. "Do you write?" 

"I used to. In university. Essays, mostly. Nothing creative." 

"But you read." 

"I read." 

"What are you reading now?" 

She had to think. She was reading something, she was always reading something, but she had been distracted lately, starting books and putting them down without finishing them. "I'm rereading Middlemarch," she said, and then was not sure why she had said that, because she had not opened the book in weeks. 

"Dorothea," he said, and his tone was not mocking but interested. "The part where she marries Casaubon and everyone tells her she's making a mistake but she doesn't listen." 

"You've read it?" 

"A levels. I did the Eliot paper." He set his glass down. "Everyone reads Middlemarch and thinks it's about marriage, but it's not really. It's about what you do when you realize you've made a choice that can't be undone." 

The words landed somewhere she did not expect them to. She looked at him—really looked—and saw that he was not a child, had not been a child for some time, and that she had been treating him like one because it was easier. 

"That's a very good reading of it," she said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. 

He smiled again, and this time it was different—not the open smile of the boy she had known, but something more knowing, more adult. "I had a good teacher." 

She finished her drink and set the glass on the counter. "I should go. Theo will be wondering where I am." 

"Of course." He walked her to the door, and she was aware of him behind her, the heat of the day coming through the screen, the smell of the garden—roses and lavender and something else, something green and growing. 

"If you need anything," she said, turning to face him, "anything at all, we're less than two miles away. You can call, or come by." 

"I will." He held the screen door open for her, and she stepped out into the heat, and the difference between the cool of the house and the weight of the afternoon was like stepping into water. 

She walked back to her car, and she could feel him watching her, and she did not turn around. She got into the car and started the engine and drove back down the lane, and the hedgerows blurred past her windows, and she did not let herself think about why her hands were shaking. 

That night, she sat on the terrace at Cwm Bryn with a glass of sparkling water and a book she was not reading. Theo was asleep. Ivy was in her room with the door closed, the faint sound of music coming through the walls. The valley was darkening, the light fading from the sky in the slow, luxurious way of summer evenings, and the air was heavy with the smell of the garden—lavender, honeysuckle, wet earth from the watering she had done before dinner. 

She thought about Dorian. The way he had looked at her when she said she was reading Middlemarch. The quick intelligence in his eyes. The way he had moved in the kitchen. The moment their fingers had touched when he handed her the glass. 

The way her hands had shaken on the drive home. 

It was nothing. It was the pregnancy, the hormones, the strange new landscape of her body. It was the quiet of Cwm Bryn, the solitude, the absence of Nick and the routines that filled her days in Painswick. It was the fact that she had not been looked at by anyone outside her family in a very long time, and Dorian had looked at her, for a moment, as if she were something else. 

She closed her book and went inside. 

She went back to The Old Forge three days later. 

She told herself it was because she had promised Margo. Because she should check on him again. Because the week was passing and she had not fulfilled her obligation. She would stay for ten minutes, have another glass of cordial, make sure he was eating properly, and then she would leave. 

She drove the same lane, through the same hedgerows, and the day was hotter than it had been on her first visit, the air heavy with the promise of a storm that had been threatening for days and had not yet broken. The gate was open, and she drove through and parked beside the Land Rover, and she sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel, trying to identify the feeling that was coiled in her chest. 

It was not fear. It was not desire. It was something in between, something she did not have a name for. 

She got out of the car and walked up the path to the front door, which was open again, the screen door the only barrier. She knocked on the frame and called his name, and when he did not answer immediately, she pushed the screen door open and stepped inside. 

The kitchen was empty, but she could hear music from somewhere deeper in the house—something with a guitar, something she did not recognize. She walked through the kitchen and into the hallway that led to the back of the house, to the garden, and she saw through the windows that the back door was open, and she could hear the sound of water. 

She followed the sound. The back garden opened onto the terrace where Margo painted, and beyond the terrace, at the far end of the lawn, there was the pool. A rectangle of turquoise that looked out of place in the English countryside but that Margo had defended with the same ferocity she brought to everything she loved. 

Corinna stepped out onto the terrace, and she saw him. 

He was in the pool, and he was naked. 

She stopped. She should have turned away. She should have gone back into the house, called out from the kitchen, announced her presence. But she did not move. She stood on the terrace, in the full heat of the afternoon, and she watched him swim. 

He did not see her at first. He was doing slow laps, his arms cutting through the water with the easy rhythm of someone who had been swimming since he was a child. The water was clear enough that she could see the length of his body beneath the surface—the pale flash of his legs, the darker shape of his torso. He reached the far end of the pool and turned, and as he turned, he came to a stop, treading water, and she saw that he was facing her direction. 

He saw her. 

For a moment, neither of them moved. He was treading water, his shoulders above the surface, his hair dark and wet against his forehead. She was standing on the terrace in the blue sundress, and the sun was full on her face and she could feel the heat of it and the heat of something else. 

"Auntie Corinna." He did not sound surprised. He did not sound embarrassed. He sounded almost—she could not name it—expectant. 

"I should have called." Her voice was steady. "I came to check on you." 

"I was swimming." He moved toward the side of the pool, and she watched him come, watched the water part around his body, and she should have looked away, should have turned and walked back into the house, but she did not. 

He pulled himself up on the side of the pool, and for a moment he was fully visible, water streaming down his body. The lean muscles of his arms and shoulders. The narrowness of his hips. The dark hair at the base of his belly. He reached for a towel draped over a chair and wrapped it around his waist, and the moment passed. 

"Sorry," he said, and there was a smile in his voice. "I wasn't expecting anyone." 

"I should have called," she said again. 

"You said that." He was drying his hair now, the towel moving across his head, and she watched the muscles in his arms flex and release. "Do you want something to drink? It's hot." 

She should leave. She should say she had only come to check, that everything seemed fine, that she would see him another time. She should get in her car and drive back to Cwm Bryn and not think about what she had seen. 

"Elderflower," she heard herself say. "If you have any left." 

He smiled, and it was the same smile he had given her at the door three days ago, the smile that was not quite the smile of the boy she had known. "I have plenty." 

He walked ahead of her into the house, the towel around his waist, his back straight, and she followed him, and she watched the way the water from his hair dripped onto his shoulders and ran down his spine. 

He made her another glass of cordial, and she sat at the kitchen table and watched him move around the kitchen, still in the towel, still damp. She drank the cordial and told herself it was nothing. It was the heat. It was the pregnancy. It was the strange, suspended time of summer when nothing was quite real. 

He sat across from her, the towel falling open slightly at his thigh, and he looked at her with those grey-blue eyes that were not Nick's eyes, that were not the eyes of anyone she had ever known, and he said, "You look different." 

"Different how?" 

He shrugged. "I don't know. Different. You look—" He stopped, and she saw something move in his expression, something she could not read. "You look good." 

She should leave. She should finish her drink and stand up and walk out the door and not come back. She was forty years old, a mother of three, pregnant with her fourth child, and she was sitting in her friend's kitchen with her friend's nineteen-year-old son who was wearing only a towel and looking at her in a way that made her feel things she had not felt in years. 

"Thank you," she said, and the words came out before she could stop them. 

He smiled again, and this time there was something in it that she recognized, something that she had seen in other men's faces a long time ago, before she was married, before she was a mother, when she was young and her body was her own and she did not have to ask permission to want things. 

She finished her drink and stood up, and her legs were not steady, but she walked to the door and he walked behind her. She turned to say goodbye and he was closer than she expected, close enough that she could smell the chlorine from the pool and something else, something that was him, clean and young and alive. 

"I'll see you," she said. 

"I hope so." He held the door open, and she stepped out into the heat, and this time she did not feel his eyes on her back because she was already gone, already walking too fast to the car, already driving down the lane with her hands shaking and her heart beating in her throat and the image of him, wet and naked, burned into the back of her eyes. 

Chapter 3: The Quiet 

She did not go back to The Old Forge. 

She told herself there was no reason to go back. She had checked on Dorian twice. He was fine. He was more than fine—he was a nineteen-year-old man who had spent a month alone in his parents' house and was managing perfectly well without the supervision of his mother's friend. She had fulfilled her obligation. Margo would return from Italy in three weeks, and the summer would continue its course, and the strange, suspended time of August would pass, and everything would return to what it had been before. 

She told herself this every day. She told herself this while she made breakfast for Theo, while she sat on the terrace with books she did not read, while she drove Ivy to the shops in Monmouth because her daughter needed things she could not articulate. She told herself this while she lay awake at night, listening to the sounds of the valley—the owls, the stream, the wind moving through the oaks—and while she woke in the morning with the memory of him already present in her mind, already waiting for her at the edge of consciousness. 

The memory was not a single image. It was a collection of them, fragmented and recurring. The way his body had moved through the water, the water parting around his shoulders, his arms, the pale length of his thighs. The moment he had pulled himself onto the side of the pool, water streaming down his chest, his stomach, the dark hair at his groin. The way he had said You look good—not as a boy complimenting an adult, but as something else, something she had no framework for because she had not been looked at that way in so long. 

She thought about that more than she thought about the rest of it. She thought about the way his eyes had moved over her face, her body, the pause at her stomach where the curve was beginning to show. He had seen her. Not as Auntie Corinna, not as his mother's friend, not as the woman who had watched him grow up. He had seen her as something else, something she had forgotten she was. 

She thought about this while she stood in front of the mirror in the mornings, looking at the body that was becoming unfamiliar. The pregnancy was thirteen weeks now, and the changes were more pronounced. The swell of her belly was visible under the thin cotton of her summer dresses. Her breasts were fuller, heavier. Her face had softened in a way she did not know whether to attribute to the pregnancy or to something else entirely. 

She turned sideways and looked at the shape of herself, and she thought: Is this what he saw? 

She did not want him to see her. She did not want him to look at her at all. She wanted him to look at her again. 

The wanting was a thing she did not know how to name, and because she could not name it, she tried to push it away. She told herself it was the pregnancy. She had read about this—hormones surging through the body, altering desire, altering the landscape of want. She had experienced it in her other pregnancies, the heightened sensitivity, the dreams that left her waking with her body singing in ways that had nothing to do with her waking mind. It was physiological. It was chemical. It was not her. 

She told herself this, and she almost believed it. 

On the fifth day, Nick came down from Painswick. 

He arrived on Friday evening, the car full of the things he had promised to bring. Theo's new swimming goggles. A box of the good coffee she had forgotten to pack. A stack of post that he said was mostly junk but that she would want to look through anyway. He kissed her on the doorstep, his lips finding the corner of her mouth in the way they always did, familiar and slightly absent, and she leaned into him and tried to feel the relief she was supposed to feel. 

"You look tired," he said, pulling back to look at her face. 

"It's the heat." 

"You've lost weight. Or—no." He looked at her more carefully, and she saw him register the changes she had been watching in the mirror. "You're showing." 

"A little." She put her hand on her belly, the gesture automatic now, unconscious. "Thirteen weeks." 

"Thirteen weeks." He repeated it as if the number meant something different now that he could see it. "You look—" He stopped, and she waited. "You look beautiful." 

It was not the way Dorian had said it. Nick said it the way he said everything—steady, reliable, true. It was the truth. He thought she was beautiful. He had thought she was beautiful for sixteen years, through three pregnancies and the loss that had marked them both, through the ordinary attrition of time that changed bodies in ways no one warned you about. He saw her, and he loved what he saw, and the seeing was the same as it had always been. 

She kissed him, and he responded, his hand moving to the small of her back, and for a moment she closed her eyes and let herself be held by him, let herself be the woman he thought she was. 

The weekend passed in the way weekends at Cwm Bryn always passed. Nick took Theo to the river on Saturday morning, and Corinna stayed at the house with Ivy, who had retreated to her room with a pile of books and the particular silence that had become her default. Corinna sat on the terrace with a cup of tea and watched the light move across the valley and tried not to think about anything at all. 

In the afternoon, Nick went to the village to pick up supplies for dinner, and Corinna found herself standing in the bedroom, looking at the dress she had worn to The Old Forge. The blue sundress. The one she had worn when she stood on the terrace and watched Dorian swim. It was folded on the chair in the corner, and she picked it up and held it to her chest, and the fabric was soft and light and smelled faintly of the laundry soap she used at Cwm Bryn, and nothing else. 

She put it away. 

On Saturday night, Nick made love to her. It was different than it had been in Painswick—the bed was smaller, the windows were open, and there was a quality to the darkness here that was not the darkness of the Cotswolds. She could hear the stream from the garden, and the owls, and the small, anonymous sounds of the valley settling into night. Nick's hands were the same, his mouth the same, the rhythm of him the same as it had always been. She closed her eyes and let herself be moved, let herself be filled, let herself be loved. 

She came, but it was a small thing, a thing she had to reach for and then hold onto, and when it was over she lay beside him with his arm around her and listened to his breathing slow into sleep, and she thought about the difference between being loved and being wanted. 

She did not sleep. She lay in the dark with her hand on her stomach, and she felt the baby moving, or thought she felt it—the quickening, they called it, the first fluttering that was not gas or hunger but was something else, something alive, something that had chosen her body as its home. She had felt it in her other pregnancies, this moment when the abstract fact of the pregnancy became a presence, a person, a life that was demanding to be recognized. It had always been a moment of joy, of wonder, of the simple miracle of creation. 

Now it was something else. Now it was a reminder of what she was, of what she was supposed to be, of the life she had built and the person she had become. She was a mother. She was a wife. She was forty years old and pregnant with her fourth child, and she had no right to want anything other than what she already had. 

She closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep, and in the darkness behind her eyelids she saw the water parting around Dorian's body, the way the light had caught the water on his skin, the way he had looked at her when he said You look good. 

Nick left on Sunday afternoon, after a lunch that Theo had helped prepare and that Ivy had eaten in silence, scrolling through her phone under the table until Corinna asked her to put it away. Nick kissed her on the doorstep again, the same familiar kiss, and said he would be back on Friday, and she said she would see him then, and she watched his car disappear down the lane and stood in the doorway for a long time after it was gone. 

The house was quiet. Theo was in the garden, chasing something with a net. Ivy was in her room. The afternoon was heavy with the heat that had not broken, the storm that had been threatening for days still holding itself in the sky, waiting. 

She walked through the house, and the quiet was a thing she could feel, a weight, a presence. She went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water and stood at the window that looked out over the garden toward the lane, and she thought about the fact that The Old Forge was less than two miles away, that Dorian was there, alone, that she could drive there in five minutes, that she could walk there in twenty, that there was nothing stopping her except the thing that was supposed to stop her, the thing that had always stopped her, the thing that was her. 

She did not go. 

She sat on the terrace and read a book she had read before, a novel she had loved in her twenties, and she tried to lose herself in it, tried to become the woman she had been before she had children, before she was married, before she had learned to want the things she was supposed to want. But the woman she had been was not there anymore, and the novel was the same, but she was not, and she read the same paragraph three times without understanding it and finally closed the book and set it aside. 

Theo came up from the garden with a jar full of something—caterpillars, she saw when she looked—and she helped him find leaves to feed them and helped him poke holes in the lid of the jar, and she listened to him talk about the things he had caught and the things he had seen and the things he wanted to catch tomorrow, and she let his voice wash over her and tried to be present, tried to be the mother she was supposed to be. 

She was good at that. She had always been good at that. She had spent sixteen years learning to be present, to be available, to put the needs of her children before her own wants and her own desires and her own self. It was what mothers did. It was what she had chosen to do. She had chosen it freely, with joy, with the certainty that this was the life she wanted, the life she had always wanted. 

She still wanted it. She was certain she still wanted it. 

But there was something else now, something that had opened in her during the strange, suspended days of this summer, something that she could not close no matter how hard she tried. 

On Monday morning, she woke early, before Theo was awake, before Ivy had emerged from her room, before the heat of the day had settled into the valley. She made coffee and sat on the terrace and watched the mist rise from the fields below the house, and she thought about what she was going to do. 

She was going to stay away from The Old Forge. She was going to fulfill her obligation to Margo from a distance—a text message, a phone call, a visit when Nick was with her and the possibility of anything other than the ordinary was foreclosed. She was going to finish the summer at Cwm Bryn, and she was going to return to Painswick in September, and she was going to have this baby, and she was going to be the woman she had always been. 

She was going to do this because there was no other choice, because the alternative was not something she could name or imagine or allow herself to consider. She was forty years old. She was married. She was pregnant. She was a mother. She was not a woman who sat in her friend's kitchen with her friend's nineteen-year-old son and let him look at her the way Dorian had looked at her. 

She was not that woman. 

She finished her coffee and went inside to make breakfast for Theo, and the day passed in the ordinary ways of days at Cwm Bryn. Laundry. Shopping. A walk to the river. Dinner on the terrace. Theo's bath, Theo's story, Theo's bed. Ivy retreated to her room, and Corinna sat on the terrace in the dark and listened to the valley and did not think about anything at all. 

She did this for three more days. She did not go to The Old Forge. She did not text Dorian. She did not call him. She was not that woman. 

On Thursday afternoon, she was in the garden, deadheading the lavender that grew along the terrace wall, when she heard a car on the lane. She looked up, and she saw a vehicle she recognized—Thomas's Land Rover, the one Dorian had been using. It slowed as it passed the gate, and she saw him at the wheel, his hand raised in a wave, and she raised her hand in return, and the wave was the ordinary wave of neighbors, of acquaintances, of nothing at all. 

The Land Rover continued down the lane and disappeared around the bend, and she stood in the garden with the dead lavender in her hands and watched the place where it had been, and she felt something she had not allowed herself to feel for four days: the absence of him. 

She had been staying away, and the staying away had been a choice, a conscious decision, a thing she had done deliberately. But in the four days since Nick had left, she had also been waiting. She had not let herself name it as waiting, had not let herself think about what she was waiting for, but she had been waiting, and now he had driven past her house without stopping, and the waiting was over, and she did not know what to do with the space that had opened in its absence. 

She went back to the lavender. She pulled the dead flowers from the stems and dropped them into the bucket she had brought from the shed, and she did not think about the fact that he had driven past without stopping, because there was no reason for him to stop, because she had not invited him to stop, because he had no reason to come to Cwm Bryn except the reasons she had been trying to eliminate from her mind for the past week. 

She was not that woman. 

She went inside and washed her hands and made tea and sat at the kitchen table, and she did not think about Dorian, and she did not think about the pool, and she did not think about the way he had said You look good. 

She thought about Margo. She thought about the friendship that had sustained her for fifteen years, the woman who had painted her portrait, the woman who had held her hand when she cried about the loss she had never told anyone else about, the woman who had trusted her to check on her son, her only child. Margo trusted her. Margo loved her. Margo had asked her to do this one small thing, this simple thing, and she had done it, and she would continue to do it, and she would not become the woman who betrayed that trust. 

She was not that woman. 

That night, she dreamed of water. 

She was in the pool at The Old Forge, but the pool was larger than it was in waking life, deeper, the water dark and cool and endless. She was swimming, or trying to swim, but her body was heavy, weighted, and she could not move the way she wanted to move, could not reach the surface no matter how hard she tried. And then there were hands on her, pulling her up, and she was in the air, in the light, and Dorian was holding her, and his body was warm against hers, and his hands were on her stomach, on the place where the baby was growing, and he said something she could not hear, and she leaned into him and let herself be held, and the water was gone, and the valley was gone, and there was only the heat of him and the dark of her closed eyes and the thing she wanted and could not name. 

She woke with her heart pounding, her body flushed, the sheets tangled around her legs. The room was dark, the window open, the sound of the stream coming up from the garden. She lay in the dark and waited for her breathing to slow, for her heart to stop its racing, for the dream to fade into the ordinary shadows of the room. 

It did not fade. She lay in the dark with her hand on her stomach, and she felt the baby move—a flutter, a shift, a presence—and she thought about the fact that she was thirteen weeks pregnant, that she was a mother of three, that she was a wife, that she was forty years old, that she was not a woman who dreamed of nineteen-year-old boys with their hands on her body. 

She was not that woman. 

But she had dreamed of him. She had woken with the heat of his hands still on her, the memory of his mouth at her ear, the shape of his body against hers. She had woken wanting something she could not have, something she should not want, something that was not hers to want. 

She got out of bed and walked to the window, and she stood in the dark and looked out at the valley, at the lights of the farms on the far hills, at the sky where the clouds were beginning to break and the moon was beginning to show itself. She had been at Cwm Bryn for nearly two weeks. She had two more weeks before Margo returned from Italy. Two more weeks of this quiet, this heat, this waiting. 

She was not waiting. She was not that woman. 

She went back to bed and closed her eyes, and she did not dream again that night. 

Chapter 4: The Observation 

Dorian Vaughan had been alone for eleven days when he saw Corinna Preece standing on his mother's terrace, the afternoon light catching the auburn of her hair, and felt something shift in his chest that he did not have a name for. 

He was not a boy given to introspection. His mother was the introspective one, the one who spent hours in her studio trying to capture the way light moved through the valley, who read novels that were three hundred pages of people thinking about things instead of doing them. He took after his father in that way—practical, physical, more comfortable with things he could touch and build and repair. He had spent his gap year so far in a state of suspension, waiting for something to begin, waiting for a shape to form around his days, waiting for the restlessness that had been building in him since his A-level results to find an outlet. 

He had not expected the outlet to be his mother's best friend. 

She had come to the house twice now. The first time, she had stood in the kitchen and talked to him about Middlemarch and drunk elderflower cordial and looked at him with the expression she had worn for as long as he could remember—the Auntie Corinna expression, warm and slightly concerned, the expression of a woman who had watched him grow up and still saw him as the boy who fell off his bicycle and scraped his knee. He had looked at her across the kitchen and thought: She doesn't see me. She doesn't see me at all. 

The second time, she had stood on the terrace and watched him swim, and he had seen her see him, had seen the moment when the Auntie Corinna expression faltered and something else took its place. He had not planned it. He swam naked because he always swam naked when he was alone, because the pool was screened from the lane by the orchard and from the house by the hedge his mother had planted, because it was hot and the water was cool and the feel of it on his skin without the restriction of fabric was one of the few pleasures of the long, empty days. He had not known she was coming. He had not known she was there until he turned at the far end of the pool and saw her standing on the terrace in a blue dress that he had never seen her wear before, and he had looked at her, and she had looked at him, and something had passed between them that he had not expected and could not explain. 

He had said You look good, and he had not planned to say that either. The words had come out of him before he could stop them, and he had watched her face change—the flush rising from her throat to her cheeks, the way her hand moved to her stomach, the way she did not look away. She had not looked away. She had stood in his mother's kitchen with her hand on her belly and her eyes on his, and she had not looked away. 

She had not come back. 

He told himself he did not expect her to come back. She was a married woman, a mother, his mother's best friend, and what had happened—if anything had happened—was nothing. A look. A few words. The heat of the afternoon making everyone say things they did not mean. He was nineteen years old, and he had spent the past year in a state of constant, low-grade arousal that had no object, no focus, no woman to attach itself to. There were girls his age, of course—there were always girls his age—but they were in Bristol or London or wherever the summer had taken them, and he was here, in the valley, in the house where he had grown up, and the days were long and the nights were longer and the restlessness had become a thing he could feel in his bones, in his blood, in the dreams that left him waking hard and frustrated and alone. 

He did not expect her to come back. But he found himself thinking about her, and the thinking was not the thinking he had done about women before—the quick, sharp desire that had no depth, no texture, no staying power. He thought about the way she had stood on the terrace, the light behind her, the blue of her dress against the green of the garden. He thought about the curve of her belly beneath the thin cotton, the way she had put her hand on it when he said You look good, as if she were protecting something, or as if she were reminding herself of something she needed to remember. He thought about the flush that had risen from her throat to her cheeks, the way her breathing had changed, the way she had not looked away. 

He thought about her body. He thought about what it would look like without the dress, without the thin cotton that had clung to her in the heat. He thought about her breasts, fuller than they had been in the spring, heavier, the nipples dark against the pale skin of her chest. He thought about her stomach, the soft curve of it, the way the pregnancy was changing her, making her something she had not been before. He thought about her hips, the width of them, the way she would feel beneath him, above him, around him. 

He thought about these things when he woke in the morning, when he swam in the pool, when he sat in the kitchen with a book he was not reading, when he lay in his bed at night with his hand on his cock and the image of her in his mind. He thought about her, and the thinking did not fade, did not lessen, did not lose its edge. It grew sharper, more detailed, more specific. He began to notice things he had not noticed before—the way she moved, the sound of her voice, the particular quality of her silence when she was thinking about something she did not want to say. 

He had known her his whole life. She had been a fixture of his childhood, as constant as his mother, as familiar as the garden he had grown up in. She had been the one who brought soup when his mother was sick, the one who drove him to football practice when his father was away, the one who gave him books for his birthday and remembered which ones he had liked and which ones he had not. She had been Auntie Corinna, and he had loved her the way children love the adults who are not their parents but are present in their lives, who become part of the landscape of childhood. 

Now the landscape had shifted, and he did not recognize it anymore, and he did not recognize himself in it either. 

On Thursday afternoon, eleven days after she had first come to the house, he drove past Cwm Bryn. 

He told himself he was going to the shop in Staunton for milk, which was true—he was out of milk, and he had been out of milk for two days, and he had been drinking his coffee black and telling himself it was fine. The shop was in the village, and the lane to the village passed the entrance to Cwm Bryn, and he did not have to slow down, did not have to look, did not have to see if her car was in the drive. 

He slowed down. He looked. Her car was there, a silver Volvo that he recognized from years of seeing it in his mother's drive. He saw her in the garden, her back to the lane, bending over the lavender that grew along the terrace wall. She was wearing shorts and a white t-shirt that had ridden up slightly, exposing a strip of skin at her lower back, and he watched her for a moment—a moment only—before he raised his hand to wave, and she looked up and saw him, and she raised her hand in return, and the wave was the wave of a neighbor, of an acquaintance, of nothing at all. 

He drove on to the shop and bought milk and bread and a bag of apples that he did not want, and he drove back past Cwm Bryn, and her car was still there, and she was no longer in the garden, and he drove home and put the milk in the refrigerator and sat in the kitchen and looked at the phone on the counter and did not call her. 

He did not know what he would say if he called. He did not know what he wanted from her, or what he was willing to do to get it, or what the consequences would be if he did the thing he was thinking about doing. She was forty years old. She was married. She was pregnant. She was his mother's best friend. There were a hundred reasons not to do anything, and the reasons were lined up in his mind like stones in a wall, and he looked at them and thought about how easy it would be to knock them down. 

He did not call. He made himself a sandwich and ate it standing at the counter, and he looked out the window at the garden, at the pool where he had swum naked, at the terrace where she had stood in the blue dress, and he tried to think about something else. He tried to think about university, about the course he was supposed to be reading for, about the story he was supposed to be writing. He tried to think about the girls he had known in school, the ones he had kissed and touched and, once, the one he had taken to his bed when his parents were away, the fumbling, hurried thing that had been over in minutes and had left him feeling nothing but the absence of the wanting that had driven him to it. 

He thought about the wanting now, and it was not the wanting he had felt for the girls his age. It was something else, something larger, something that had a shape and a weight and a direction. He wanted her. He wanted her in ways that were not only physical, though they were physical, though he could feel the wanting in his hands, in his mouth, in the constant, aching pressure of his cock. He wanted to see her again. He wanted to talk to her again. He wanted to sit in his mother's kitchen and watch her drink elderflower cordial and hear her talk about books and see the way her face changed when she was thinking about something that mattered to her. 

He wanted to be seen by her. He wanted her to look at him the way she had looked at him on the terrace, not as Auntie Corinna looking at the boy she had watched grow up, but as a woman looking at a man, with the flush rising in her throat and her hand on her belly and her eyes on his. 

That night, he swam in the pool again. 

The water was cooler in the dark, the surface reflecting the light from the house, the stars just beginning to show themselves in the sky above the valley. He swam without purpose, without direction, letting the water hold him, letting the rhythm of his arms and legs become the only thing that existed in the world. He had always swum like this, from the time his father had taught him when he was six. The pool had become his place, his refuge, the one place where he could stop thinking and just be in his body, moving through the water, feeling the cool against his skin. 

He could not stop thinking now. The water did not help. He swam lap after lap until his arms were heavy and his lungs were burning, and still the thoughts came, still the image of her was there, behind his eyes, in his blood, in the wanting that would not leave him alone. 

He got out of the pool and stood on the terrace, water streaming down his body, the night air cool against his skin. He looked out at the valley, at the dark shapes of the trees against the sky, at the lights of Cwm Bryn visible through the gap in the hedge that separated his mother's property from the lane. He could see her light—the bedroom at the back of the house, the one that faced the valley. It was on, a small square of yellow in the darkness, and he stood on the terrace and looked at it and thought about her behind it, in her bed, with her husband when he was there or alone when he was not, and the wanting sharpened into something that was almost pain. 

He did not know what he was going to do. He did not know if he was going to do anything. He was nineteen years old, and he was alone, and the woman he could not stop thinking about was less than two miles away, and the summer was long, and he had nothing but time. 

He went inside and dried himself and went to his room and lay in the dark, and he did not touch himself, though his body was demanding it, though the wanting was a pressure he could feel in every part of him. He lay in the dark and thought about her, and he did not know what he was going to do, but he knew he was going to do something. He was going to see her again. He was going to talk to her again. He was going to look at her the way he had looked at her on the terrace, and he was going to see if she looked back. 

He slept, and he dreamed of her, and in the dream she was not wearing the blue dress, and her hand was not on her belly, and the wanting was not a pressure but a release, and he woke in the dark with his body spent and his mind clear and the knowledge of what he was going to do settling into him like a thing that had always been there, waiting for him to find it. 

In the morning, he got up and made coffee and sat at the kitchen table with a notebook and wrote the date at the top of a blank page. He did not know what he was going to write. He did not know what the story was supposed to be about. He looked at the blank page and thought about the woman in the blue dress, and he wrote her name—Corinna—and then he crossed it out and wrote C, and then he crossed that out and set the pen down and stared out the window at the garden where she had stood on the terrace and watched him swim. 

He was not a writer. He was not his mother, who could spend hours in her studio with her paints and her brushes and emerge with something that captured the way light fell on water or the particular green of the valley after rain. He was not Corinna, who read novels and thought about them and understood things that he only dimly perceived. He was a boy who swam and ran and built things with his hands, who had spent his gap year waiting for something to begin, and now something was beginning, and he did not have the words for it. 

He picked up the pen again and wrote: She came to the house twice. The first time, she wore a yellow dress and drank elderflower cordial and talked about Middlemarch. The second time, she wore a blue dress and stood on the terrace and watched me swim, and I saw her see me, and I said something I should not have said, and she did not leave. 

He read what he had written and crossed it out and closed the notebook and put it aside. He was not a writer. But the words were there now, in his mind, and he could not cross them out of his mind the way he had crossed them out of the notebook. 

She had not left. She had stood in his mother's kitchen with her hand on her belly and the flush rising in her throat, and she had not left. She had come back to the house after that, once, and she had not come inside, had stood on the terrace and watched him swim, and then she had gone, and she had not come back. 

She was not coming back. He knew that. She was a married woman, a mother, his mother's best friend, and she was not coming back. The knowing was a thing he carried with him through the day, through the long hours of heat and silence, through the swim in the pool that did nothing to quiet his mind, through the evening when he sat on the terrace and watched the lights come on in the valley and saw her light, the one at the back of Cwm Bryn, flicker on and then off and then on again. 

She was not coming back. But she had not left either, not really. She was less than two miles away, and she had looked at him the way a woman looks at a man, and she had not left, and the summer was long, and he had nothing but time. 

He did not know what he was going to do. He did not know if he was going to do anything. But he was going to see her again. He was going to talk to her again. He was going to look at her the way he had looked at her on the terrace, and he was going to see if she looked back, and if she looked back, he was going to find out what happened next. 

Chapter 5: The Pool 

The heat broke on the twenty-third of July. 

Corinna woke to the sound of rain on the slate roof, a sound she had not heard in weeks, and for a moment she lay in the grey light of the bedroom and let herself be held by the cool that had finally come. The air through the open window was clean and damp, carrying the smell of wet earth and bruised leaves, and she breathed it in and felt something in her chest loosen that she had not known was tight. 

She had not slept well in days. The dreams had continued—not every night, but often enough that she had begun to dread the dark. They were not all dreams of Dorian. Some were formless, shapeless things that left her waking with her heart pounding and no memory of what had frightened her. Others were vivid, detailed, the kind of dreams that lingered after waking and colored the hours that followed. In the most vivid, she was always in the water, and he was always there, and she was always reaching for something she could not quite touch. 

She got out of bed and went to the window. The rain was coming down steadily, the valley obscured by a curtain of grey, the trees at the edge of the garden bending in a wind she could not feel from inside the house. She stood at the window for a long time, watching the water run down the glass, and she thought about the fact that she had not left Cwm Bryn in four days. She had told herself it was the heat, that it was too hot to do anything, that the children were content with the river and the garden and the long, slow days of summer. But the heat had broken now, and there was no reason to stay, and she still did not want to leave. 

She did not want to leave because leaving meant driving past The Old Forge. It meant the possibility of seeing him, of being seen by him, of the thing that had happened between them happening again. She did not know what the thing was. She did not know if it was anything at all. She had stood on his mother's terrace and watched him swim, and he had said You look good, and she had not left, and then she had come home and she had not gone back. That was all. That was everything. 

She had not gone back. She was not going to go back. She was going to stay at Cwm Bryn with her children, and Nick would come on Friday, and the summer would pass, and Margo would return from Italy, and the strange, suspended time would end, and everything would return to what it had been before. 

She was not going to go back. 

The rain continued through the morning, and Theo, who had been planning to spend the day at the river, was restless and difficult. Corinna set him up with his paints at the kitchen table, and he painted a picture of the valley that was mostly grey and green and brown, and she told him it was beautiful and hung it on the refrigerator with the other paintings he had made this summer. Ivy emerged from her room at midday, drawn by the smell of the soup Corinna was making, and sat at the table with a book and ate in silence, and Corinna watched her daughter's face—the sharpening of her features, the way she was becoming a woman in the same slow, inexorable way that Corinna had become a woman once—and felt something that might have been grief or might have been pride or might have been the simple, uncomplicated love of watching a child grow. 

She was good at this. She was good at the small, ordinary tasks of motherhood, the making of soup and the hanging of paintings and the noticing of the way the light fell on her daughter's face. She had been doing these things for sixteen years, and she had never doubted that they were enough, that she was enough, that the life she had chosen was the life she was meant to live. 

She did not doubt it now. She was certain of it. She was certain of it the way she was certain of the rain on the roof and the steam rising from the soup and the small, familiar sounds of her children in the house she had made for them. She was certain. 

And yet. 

In the afternoon, the rain stopped. The clouds lifted, and the sun came out, and the valley emerged from the grey into a light that was softer than it had been before the storm, the green of the trees deeper, the air cleaner, the world rinsed clean. Theo went out into the garden to look for worms, and Ivy retreated to her room, and Corinna stood on the terrace with a cup of tea and looked out at the valley and thought about nothing at all. 

She was thinking about nothing at all when her phone buzzed on the table beside her. 

She looked at it. The screen was lit with a message from a number she recognized—Dorian's number, which she had saved after her first visit, because Margo had asked her to check on him and she might need to call him, and that was the only reason she had saved it, the only reason she had it at all. 

She picked up the phone. The message was short: The storm took down the gate at the end of the lane. Can't get the car out. Any chance you could bring me some milk? I know it's a lot to ask. D. 

She read the message twice. She read it a third time, and then she set the phone down and picked up her tea and looked out at the valley and tried to think of a reason not to answer. 

She could not get the car out. She had milk. She had more than milk—she had soup, she had bread, she had the things she would bring to a neighbor who was stranded by a storm, because that was what neighbors did, what friends did, what she had promised Margo she would do. There was nothing in the message that was not ordinary, nothing that was not exactly what he should have said, nothing that suggested anything other than the practical necessity of a nineteen-year-old who had run out of milk and could not get to the shop. 

She picked up the phone again and typed: I'll bring some. Give me twenty minutes. 

She sent the message before she could change her mind, and she went inside and put milk in a bag and added bread and a jar of the soup she had made, because he was a nineteen-year-old boy alone in his parents' house and he probably was not eating properly, because that was what she would have done for anyone, because there was nothing in this that was not ordinary. 

She drove down the lane, and the lane was wet from the rain, and the trees were dripping, and the air coming through the windows was cool and clean and smelled of wet earth and something else, something green and growing. She drove past the entrance to Cwm Bryn, past the fields where the sheep were gathered under the trees, past the stone bridge over the stream, and she did not let herself think about anything except the road, the rain, the ordinary tasks of the afternoon. 

The gate at the end of the lane was indeed down—a branch from the oak tree that stood at the corner of the property had come down across the gate, splintering the wood and blocking the entrance. She drove past it, around the other way, the longer route that approached The Old Forge from the opposite direction, and she was aware of her heart beating faster than it should, of her hands on the steering wheel, of the way she was breathing as if she had been walking quickly instead of sitting in a car, doing nothing at all. 

She pulled into the drive. His Land Rover was there, where it had been before, and the house was quiet, the windows dark, the garden still and wet from the rain. She sat in the car for a moment, the engine running, the bag of milk and soup and bread on the seat beside her, and she told herself that she would give him the things and she would leave, and that would be the end of it, and she would not come back again. 

She got out of the car. 

The gravel was wet under her feet, and the air was cool, and she walked up the path to the front door, and the door was open, the screen door the only barrier, and she could see him through the screen, standing in the kitchen, his back to her, his hands on the counter, his head bowed as if he were looking at something on the surface of the counter or as if he were thinking about something he did not want to think about. 

She knocked on the frame of the screen door. "Dorian." 

He turned. He was wearing a t-shirt and jeans, the same clothes he had been wearing the first time she came, and his hair was wet, as if he had just come in from the rain, and his face was the face she had known for fifteen years, and it was also not the face she had known, was the face of someone she did not know at all. 

"You came." He crossed the kitchen and opened the screen door, and she stepped inside, and the house was cool and quiet and smelled of rain and something else, something that was him. 

"You said you needed milk." She held up the bag. "I brought bread too. And soup. I made it this morning. It's—" 

"Thank you." He took the bag from her, and his fingers brushed hers, and she felt it, the touch, the brief contact, the way his hand was larger than she had expected, the way his skin was warm against hers. "I didn't know if you would come." 

She should have said something ordinary, something about the gate, about the storm, about the fact that she had promised Margo she would check on him. She did not say any of those things. She stood in his mother's kitchen with the smell of rain in her hair and the heat of his fingers still on her skin, and she looked at him, and he looked at her, and the silence between them was not the silence of neighbors, of friends, of the ordinary exchanges that filled the days of summer. 

"I didn't know if I would come either," she said. 

The words were out before she could stop them, and she watched his face change, watched something move in his eyes, something she did not have a name for and did not want to name and could not look away from. 

"Why did you?" he asked. 

She should have left. She should have turned and walked out the door and driven back to Cwm Bryn and never come back. She was forty years old. She was married. She was pregnant. She was the mother of three children and the wife of a man who loved her and the friend of a woman who trusted her. She should have left. 

She did not leave. 

"Because you asked," she said. 

He stepped closer. The kitchen was small, or it seemed small now, with him standing in front of her, his body between her and the door, his eyes on her face. She could smell him—rain and soap and something else, something that was his skin, his body, his. She could see the pulse in his throat, the way his chest was rising and falling, the way his hands were at his sides, not touching her, not moving, as if he were waiting for something, as if he were waiting for her. 

"Corinna," he said, and it was the first time he had called her by her name, not Auntie Corinna, not the name of his mother's friend, but her name, her real name, and the sound of it in his mouth was something she had not known she wanted to hear. 

She did not move. She did not step back. She stood in his mother's kitchen with her hand on her belly and the rain falling outside and the heat of him in front of her, and she did not move. 

"Tell me to go," she said. 

He did not say anything. He raised his hand, slowly, as if he were moving through water, and he touched her face. His fingers were light on her cheek, tracing the line of her jaw, the curve of her ear, the soft skin below her temple. She closed her eyes. She did not mean to close her eyes. But his fingers were on her face, and his breath was on her lips, and she was forty years old and she had not been touched like this in years, had not been touched like she was something to be discovered, something to be explored, something that was not already known and already catalogued and already filed away in the ordinary history of a marriage that had lasted sixteen years. 

She opened her eyes. He was close, closer than she had realized, his face inches from hers, his eyes on her mouth, her throat, her eyes again. He was looking at her the way she had seen him look at her on the terrace, the way a man looks at a woman, and the looking was not the looking of a boy who had scraped his knee and needed her comfort, was not the looking of a child who needed his mother's friend to bring him milk and bread and soup, was something else entirely. 

"Tell me to go," she said again, and her voice was not her voice, was something lower, something rougher, something she did not recognize. 

"I don't want you to go," he said. 

He kissed her. 

His mouth was soft, softer than she had expected, and warm, and she felt the kiss in her chest before she felt it on her lips, a pressure, a release, a thing that opened in her like a door she had not known was there. His hand was still on her face, his fingers in her hair, and his other hand was on her waist, light, tentative, as if he were asking permission, as if he were waiting for her to push him away. 

She did not push him away. She kissed him back. 

She kissed him back, and the kiss deepened, and his hand moved from her face to her neck to her shoulder to her back, pulling her closer, and her hands were on his chest, on the damp fabric of his t-shirt, and she could feel his heart beating, fast, faster than hers, and she could feel his body against hers, the length of him, the heat of him, the hard press of him against her thigh, and she kissed him, and she did not stop kissing him, and she did not think about anything at all. 

He pulled back. His breathing was ragged, his eyes dark, his mouth wet from her mouth. He looked at her, and she looked at him, and the silence between them was not the silence of the kitchen or the house or the valley outside. It was something else, something that had no name, something that was happening to them both. 

"Corinna," he said again, and his voice was not the voice of the boy she had known, was the voice of a man who wanted something and was not sure he was going to get it. 

She stepped back. She did not mean to step back. But her body moved before her mind could stop it, and she was standing in the middle of his mother's kitchen with her hand on her belly and her lips still tingling from his kiss and the taste of him in her mouth, and she did not know what she was doing or why she was doing it or how she was going to stop. 

"I have to go," she said. 

He did not move. He stood where he was, his hands at his sides, his chest rising and falling, his eyes on her face. "Will you come back?" 

She should have said no. She should have said that she was not coming back, that this was a mistake, that she was married and pregnant and the mother of three children and the friend of his mother and that nothing could happen between them, that nothing had happened between them, that the kiss was nothing, was a moment of weakness, was something that would never happen again. 

She did not say any of those things. She looked at him, at the boy she had known for fifteen years, at the man he had become, at the wanting in his eyes that was the same as the wanting she had been trying to deny for days, for weeks, for the whole strange, suspended time of this summer. 

"Yes," she said. "I'll come back." 

She walked out the door. She did not run. She walked down the path to her car, and she could feel him watching her, and she did not turn around, and she got into the car and started the engine and drove back down the lane, past the broken gate, past the stream, past the fields where the sheep were gathered under the trees, and she did not let herself think about what she had done or what she had said or what she had promised. 

She drove back to Cwm Bryn, and she parked the car, and she sat in the drive with the engine off and the rain beginning again, soft against the windshield, and she put her hand on her belly and felt the baby move, a flutter, a shift, a presence, and she closed her eyes and tried to find the woman she had been this morning, the woman who had made soup and hung paintings on the refrigerator and watched the rain fall on the valley. 

She could not find her. She was not that woman anymore. She had kissed a nineteen-year-old boy in his mother's kitchen, and she was going to kiss him again, and she did not know what was happening to her or why it was happening or how she was going to stop it, but she knew, with a certainty that had nothing to do with the life she had built or the woman she had been, that she was not going to stop it. 

Chapter 6: The Denial 

The week that followed was the longest of Corinna Preece's life. 

She did not go back to The Old Forge. She told herself it was because the gate was still broken, because the lane was still blocked, because there was no reason to go back, because she had brought him milk and bread and soup and he was a nineteen-year-old man who could take care of himself and she had done what she promised Margo she would do and there was no reason to do more. She told herself this every morning when she woke with the taste of his kiss still on her lips, every afternoon when she found herself standing at the window that looked out toward the lane that led to his house, every evening when she lay in her bed with her hand on her belly and the memory of his mouth on hers. 

She told herself that the kiss was nothing. It was a moment, a lapse, a thing that had happened because of the storm, because of the rain, because of the strange, suspended time of summer that made everyone feel things they did not mean. She was pregnant, and her body was flooded with hormones, and her mind was not her own, and the kiss was a symptom of something physiological, something chemical, something that would pass when her body returned to its normal state. She was not a woman who kissed nineteen-year-old boys in their mothers' kitchens. She was a wife, a mother, a friend. She was not that woman. 

She told herself this, and she almost believed it, and she did not go back. 

Nick came on Friday, as he had promised, and Corinna met him at the door with a kiss that was longer than usual, a kiss that she initiated, a kiss that she meant to be an anchor, a tether, a thing that would pull her back to the life she was supposed to be living. He was surprised—she could feel it in the way his hands settled on her waist, the way his mouth opened under hers—but he did not question it, did not ask why she was kissing him like she meant it, like she wanted him, like she had not been kissing him the same way for sixteen years and had only now discovered that there were other ways to kiss, deeper ways, ways that left her breathless and wanting and not sure what she wanted at all. 

He made love to her that night, and she closed her eyes and tried to be there, tried to be with him, tried to feel the things she was supposed to feel. His hands were on her breasts, her hips, her thighs, and she moved under him the way she always moved, and she made the sounds she always made, and when he came, he buried his face in her neck and said her name the way he always said it, and she held him and stroked his hair and waited for the feeling to come, the feeling that she had betrayed him, that she had done something wrong, that she was not the woman he thought she was. 

The feeling did not come. She lay in the dark with his arm around her and his breath warm on her shoulder, and she felt nothing at all. 

The weekend passed in the ordinary ways of weekends at Cwm Bryn. Nick took Theo to the river again, and Corinna sat on the terrace with Ivy, who was reading a book she would not talk about, who had become a stranger in the same house where she had grown up, who looked at her mother sometimes with an expression that might have been curiosity or might have been judgment or might have been nothing at all. Corinna wanted to ask her what she was thinking, what she was feeling, what she saw when she looked at her mother and saw something that was not the woman she had known all her life. She did not ask. She sat on the terrace with her daughter in the silence that had grown up between them, and she thought about the fact that Ivy was fourteen, that she was becoming a woman, that she would soon be kissed by a boy who would look at her the way Dorian had looked at Corinna, and she did not know what she would tell her when that happened, did not know what she would say about the wanting and the needing and the things that bodies did when minds were not paying attention. 

She did not tell Nick about the kiss. She did not tell him about the blue dress or the pool or the way Dorian had said You look good. She did not tell him about the message, the milk, the rain, the way she had stood in Margo's kitchen with his fingers on her face and his mouth on hers and had not pushed him away. She did not tell him because there was nothing to tell, because the kiss was nothing, because it had not happened, because she was not the kind of woman who kissed nineteen-year-old boys and then came home and let her husband make love to her and felt nothing at all. 

She was not that woman. She was not that woman. She was not that woman. 

She said it to herself like a prayer, like a spell, like something that would become true if she said it enough times. She said it when Nick left on Sunday afternoon, kissing her on the doorstep the way he always kissed her, familiar and absent and enough. She said it when she stood in the garden and looked at the lane that led to The Old Forge. She said it when she lay in her bed that night with her hand on her belly and the baby moving inside her and the taste of Dorian's mouth still on her lips, three days later, as if it had never left. 

She was not that woman. 

But she was not the woman she had been before the kiss either, and she did not know what to do with the space that had opened inside her, the space that was shaped like his mouth, his hands, his eyes looking at her the way no one had looked at her in years, maybe ever. 

On Monday, she went to the village with Theo. She needed groceries, and the shops in Staunton were small but adequate, and the drive would take her past the lane that led to The Old Forge, and she did not avoid it, did not take the longer route, did not do anything that would suggest she was avoiding anything at all. She drove past the lane, and she saw that the gate was still broken, the branch still blocking the entrance, and she did not stop, did not slow down, did not let herself think about the fact that he was still there, still alone, still waiting for her to come back the way she had promised. 

She had promised to come back. She had stood in his mother's kitchen with his kiss still warm on her lips and she had said Yes, I'll come back, and she had meant it, and she had not gone back, and the not-going-back was a thing she carried with her through the days, a weight, a pressure, a thing that demanded to be acknowledged and that she refused to acknowledge because acknowledging it would mean admitting that the kiss was not nothing, that the wanting was not nothing, that she was not the woman she had been telling herself she was. 

She bought groceries and took Theo for ice cream and drove back to Cwm Bryn, and she did not go to The Old Forge, and she did not call, and she did not text, and she told herself that this was what she was supposed to do, that this was what a good wife did, a good mother, a good friend. 

She was a good wife. She was a good mother. She was a good friend. 

She was not that woman. 

On Tuesday, she woke with a certainty that had not been there before. She was not going to go back to The Old Forge. She was not going to see Dorian again. The kiss had been a mistake, a moment of weakness, a thing that had happened because she was pregnant and alone and the summer was long and the heat had made everyone do things they did not mean. She was going to stay at Cwm Bryn with her children, and Nick would come on Friday, and the summer would pass, and Margo would return from Italy, and the strange, suspended time would end, and everything would return to what it had been before. 

She was not going to go back. She was not going to see him again. She was not that woman. 

She went through the day with the certainty as a shield, a wall, a thing that protected her from the wanting that still rose in her at odd moments, when she was making tea or folding laundry or standing at the window that looked out toward the lane. She was not going to go back. She was not going to see him again. The wanting would fade. It would have to fade. She would make it fade. 

She made dinner. She ate with Theo, who talked about the caterpillars he was keeping in a jar, about the ones that had already made cocoons, about the ones that would become butterflies soon, she could see the wings through the silk if she looked closely enough. She listened to him, and she was present, and she was a mother, and she was the woman she was supposed to be. 

After dinner, she went to the garden. The light was beginning to fade, the sun dropping behind the hills, the sky turning the colour of apricots and then the colour of ash. She walked to the edge of the garden, where the lawn gave way to the woodland, and she stood at the stone bench that looked out over the valley and watched the lights come on in the farms on the far hills, and she did not think about anything at all. 

She was thinking about nothing at all when she heard the sound of a car on the lane. 

She did not move. She stood at the edge of the garden with her arms crossed over her chest and her face turned toward the valley, and she listened to the sound of the engine, the crunch of gravel, the car slowing, stopping. She heard a door open, close. She heard footsteps on the drive, the crunch of gravel under feet that were not hers, not Theo's, not Ivy's. 

She turned. 

Dorian was standing at the gate that led from the drive to the garden. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, the same clothes he had been wearing on the day of the storm, and his hair was dry, and his face was the face she had known for fifteen years, and it was also not the face she had known, was the face of someone who had come to find her, who had driven two miles in the dark to stand at her gate and look at her the way he was looking at her now. 

She should have been angry. She should have been afraid. She should have walked back to the house, closed the door, called Nick, done any of the things that a woman who was not that woman would have done. She did not do any of those things. She stood at the edge of the garden with her arms crossed over her chest and her face turned toward him, and she did not move. 

"You said you would come back," he said. His voice was low, controlled, not the voice of a boy who had driven two miles in the dark because a woman had not kept a promise she should not have made. It was the voice of a man who had waited and was not going to wait anymore. 

She did not say anything. She stood at the edge of the garden, and he stood at the gate, and the distance between them was twenty feet, fifteen, ten, and she could feel him across that distance, could feel the wanting in him the same way she could feel the wanting in herself, the wanting that she had been trying to deny for a week, that she had been trying to push away with prayers and spells and the certainty that she was not that woman. 

"You said you would come back," he said again, and he stepped through the gate, into the garden, into the space that was hers, the space that she had thought was safe. 

"You shouldn't be here." Her voice was steady. She was proud of that. "The children are inside. Ivy could see you. Theo—" 

"Theo is watching television. Ivy is in her room with the lights on and the music playing. I checked before I came around the house." 

He had checked. He had come to her house, in the dark, and he had looked through her windows, and he had seen her children, and he had come around the back anyway, because he knew where she would be, because she was always in the garden at this hour, because he had been watching her, because he had been waiting for her to come back and she had not come back and he had decided to come to her instead. 

She should have been afraid. She was not afraid. She was standing in her garden with her arms crossed over her chest and her heart beating in her throat and the wanting rising in her like water, like heat, like a thing that had been held down too long and was finally breaking free. 

"You need to go," she said. 

He did not move. He stood in the garden, ten feet from her, eight feet, and the light was almost gone, the sky dark above the hills, the first stars beginning to show themselves, and she could see his face in the dim light, the shape of his mouth, the line of his jaw, the eyes that were looking at her the way he had looked at her in his mother's kitchen, the way a man looks at a woman he wants. 

"You kissed me," he said. "You kissed me, and you said you would come back, and you didn't come back. You didn't call. You didn't text. You acted like it didn't happen." 

"It didn't happen." 

"It happened." He stepped closer, and she could see his hands at his sides, the fingers curled into fists, the tension in his shoulders, the wanting in his body that was the same as the wanting in hers. "You kissed me, and you felt it, and you're standing here right now feeling it again, and you're telling yourself it didn't happen because you're afraid of what happens next." 

She should have denied it. She should have told him he was wrong, that she felt nothing, that the kiss was nothing, that he was a boy and she was a woman and there was nothing between them and there could never be anything between them. She should have told him to go, to leave, to never come back, and she should have meant it. 

She did not say any of those things. She stood in her garden with her arms crossed over her chest and her heart beating in her throat and the wanting rising in her like a tide, and she looked at him, and she did not deny anything. 

"What happens next?" she asked. 

He closed the distance between them. She did not step back. He was in front of her now, close enough that she could smell him, the same smell of rain and soap and something else, something that was his skin, his body, his. His hands were on her arms, her shoulders, her face, and she closed her eyes and let him touch her, let him hold her face in his hands, let him look at her the way he had looked at her in his mother's kitchen, the way a man looks at a woman he wants, the way no one had looked at her in years. 

"This happens," he said, and he kissed her. 

The kiss was not like the first kiss. The first kiss had been soft, tentative, the kiss of a boy who was not sure if he was allowed. This kiss was the kiss of a man who knew what he wanted and was not going to wait any longer for it. His mouth was hard on hers, his tongue pushing past her lips, her teeth, and she opened for him, opened her mouth and her body and the thing she had been holding closed for a week, for years, for her whole life, and she kissed him back the way she had wanted to kiss him in his mother's kitchen, the way she had wanted to be kissed for as long as she could remember. 

His hands were in her hair, on her neck, her shoulders, her back, pulling her against him, and she could feel his body against hers, the hard press of his chest, his thighs, his cock, and she wanted him, wanted him with a wanting that was not the wanting of a woman who had been kissed by a boy in his mother's kitchen, was the wanting of a woman who had been sleeping for years and was finally waking up. 

She pulled back. Her breathing was ragged, her lips swollen, her body singing with a wanting that she had been trying to deny for a week, for years, for her whole life. She looked at him, and he looked at her, and the darkness was complete now, the stars bright above the valley, the lights of Cwm Bryn behind them, the house where her children were sleeping, the life she had built, the woman she was supposed to be. 

"I can't," she said. 

He did not move. His hands were still on her, his fingers in her hair, his thumb on her cheek, and he was looking at her with an expression she could not read, a wanting that was not only physical, that was something else, something she did not have a name for. 

"You can," he said. "You want to. I can feel it. You want this as much as I do." 

She should have denied it. She should have pushed him away, walked back to the house, closed the door, called Nick, done any of the things that a woman who was not that woman would have done. She did not do any of those things. She stood in her garden with his hands on her face and his body against hers and the wanting rising in her like a tide, and she did not deny anything. 

"You have to go," she said. "The children. Ivy could come out. Theo—" 

"I know." He did not let her go. He held her face in his hands, and he looked at her, and she looked at him, and the wanting was a thing that filled the space between them, that filled the garden, that filled the whole dark valley. "But you're going to come to me. You're going to come to the house, and we're going to finish this." 

It was not a question. It was a statement, a thing that he knew as surely as he knew the shape of her face, the taste of her mouth, the wanting in her that was the same as the wanting in him. 

She did not say anything. She stood in his arms, and the darkness was complete, and the stars were bright above the valley, and the life she had built was behind her, a house with lights in the windows, children sleeping in their beds, a husband who would come on Friday and make love to her and not know that she was not the woman he thought she was. 

"When?" he asked. 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the kiss, the wanting, the thing that had opened in her when he touched her face in his mother's kitchen and had not closed, would not close, could not be closed by prayers or spells or the certainty that she was not that woman. She was that woman. She had been that woman for a week, for years, for her whole life, and she had not known it, and now she knew it, and the knowing was a thing that could not be undone. 

"Tomorrow," she said. "I'll come tomorrow." 

He kissed her again, and the kiss was soft this time, a promise, a seal, a thing that bound them to each other in the darkness of the garden with the stars above and the valley below and the life she had built waiting behind her, waiting for her to come back to it, waiting for her to be the woman she was supposed to be. 

He let her go. He stepped back, and the cold came between them, the absence of his hands, his mouth, his body against hers. He looked at her for a moment, and she looked at him, and then he turned and walked through the garden, through the gate, down the drive, and she heard his car start, heard it pull away, heard it disappear down the lane toward The Old Forge, toward the house where he was waiting for her, toward the thing that was going to happen tomorrow. 

She stood in the garden for a long time after he was gone. The lights of the house were behind her, the children sleeping, the life she had built waiting for her to come back to it. She was not going back to it. She was going to go to The Old Forge tomorrow, and she was going to finish what they had started, and she did not know what would happen after that, did not know who she would be, did not know if she could ever be the woman she had been before. 

She was not that woman. She had not been that woman for a long time. She was only just beginning to understand who she was instead. 

She went inside. She checked on Theo, who was sleeping with his mouth open and his caterpillars on the nightstand, the cocoons already forming, the butterflies waiting to be born. She stood in the doorway of Ivy's room for a moment, watching her daughter sleep, the face that was becoming a woman's face, the face that would be kissed by a boy someday, the face that would want things she did not yet have names for. 

She went to her room. She undressed and stood in front of the mirror, looking at the body that was changing, the curve of her belly where the baby was growing, the fullness of her breasts, the softness of her thighs. She put her hand on her belly, and she felt the baby move, a flutter, a shift, a presence, and she thought about the fact that she was pregnant, that she was carrying a child, that she was a mother, that she was a wife, that she was a friend, that she was all the things she had been for sixteen years, and that she was also something else, something that had been waiting for her to find it, something that had been waiting for her to let it out. 

She got into bed and turned off the light, and she lay in the dark with her hand on her belly and the taste of his kiss on her lips and the promise she had made to him and to herself settling into her like a thing that had always been there, waiting for her to say it aloud. 

Tomorrow. She would go to him tomorrow. 

She closed her eyes, and for the first time in a week, she slept without dreaming. 

Chapter 7: The Threshold 

She woke before dawn. 

The room was grey, the first light seeping through the curtains, and she lay in bed for a long moment, her hand on her belly, listening to the silence of the house. Theo was still asleep. Ivy was still asleep. The valley was still asleep, the birds just beginning to stir, the stream at the bottom of the garden running its endless course over stones that had been there for centuries. She had slept without dreaming, and the sleep had been deep, the sleep of exhaustion or surrender or something else, something she did not have a name for. 

She got out of bed. The floor was cold under her feet, and she stood for a moment, letting the cold ground her, letting it remind her that she was here, in this house, in this body, in this life that she had built and that she was about to step outside of. She walked to the bathroom and showered, the water hot on her skin, and she washed her hair and shaved her legs and did all the small, ordinary things she did every morning, as if this morning were like any other morning, as if she were not going to do what she was going to do. 

She stood in front of the mirror afterward, looking at herself. The woman who looked back at her was not the woman she had seen in this mirror a month ago. Her face was softer, fuller, the pregnancy changing her in ways that were visible now, not just to her but to anyone who looked. Her breasts were heavier, the nipples darker, and there was a thickness to her waist, a curve to her belly that she could no longer hide under loose dresses and the careful way she held herself. She put her hand on her belly, and the baby moved, a flutter, a shift, a presence, and she closed her eyes and thought about what she was going to do, what she was going to let happen, what she was going to become. 

She opened her eyes. She chose a dress from the closet, not the blue dress she had worn to The Old Forge before, but a green one, a dress she had bought in Painswick two summers ago and had worn only once, to a garden party at a neighbor's house. It was loose enough to accommodate the new fullness of her body, and the colour was the colour of the valley in late summer, the green of the oaks before they turned, and she put it on and looked at herself in the mirror and did not recognize the woman who looked back. 

She went downstairs. Theo was awake, sitting at the kitchen table with his caterpillars, checking the cocoons for the hundredth time. She made him breakfast, and she made Ivy breakfast when Ivy finally emerged from her room, and she sat at the table with them and drank her tea and listened to Theo talk about the butterflies that would emerge soon, any day now, they were right there, she could see the wings if she looked closely enough, and she looked, and she saw the dark shapes inside the silk, the folded wings, the creatures that were becoming something they had not been before, and she thought about herself, about what she was becoming, about the thing that was waiting for her at The Old Forge. 

After breakfast, she told Theo she was going to check on the Vaughans' house again, that the storm might have done more damage, that she would be back in an hour or two. Ivy looked at her when she said it, and for a moment Corinna thought her daughter could see it, could see the thing that was happening inside her, the thing that was driving her out of the house and down the lane to the house where Dorian was waiting. But Ivy said nothing, only nodded and turned back to her book, and Corinna took her keys and her bag and walked out the door. 

The drive to The Old Forge took seven minutes. 

She counted them. She had not meant to count them, but the numbers came into her head as she drove, one minute, two minutes, three, the lane passing under her wheels, the hedgerows thick with blackberries and elderflower, the fields where the sheep were gathered under the oaks, the stream that ran beside the road, the stone bridge that marked the boundary of the Vaughans' property. Four minutes, five minutes, six. She passed the broken gate, still blocked by the branch, the wood splintered where it had fallen, and she took the longer route, the one that approached the house from the other direction, and she saw it ahead of her, The Old Forge, the stone walls and the slate roof and the garden that had been Margo's passion for fifteen years. 

Seven minutes. She pulled into the drive, and his Land Rover was there, and the house was quiet, and she sat in the car with the engine running and her hands on the steering wheel and her heart beating in her throat, and she thought about turning around, about driving back to Cwm Bryn, about being the woman she was supposed to be. 

She turned off the engine. She got out of the car. 

The gravel was dry under her feet, the rain of the past week having given way to the heat that had returned, the valley settling back into the summer that had been interrupted. She walked up the path to the front door, and the door was open, the screen door the only barrier, and she could see him through the screen, standing in the kitchen, his back to her, his hands on the counter, waiting. 

She knocked on the frame of the screen door. He turned. 

He was wearing a shirt she had not seen before, a blue shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and his hair was dry, and his face was the face she had dreamed about for a week, the face that had been waiting for her in the darkness of the garden, the face that was looking at her now with an expression that was not the expression of a boy who had kissed a woman in his mother's kitchen, was the expression of a man who had been waiting for something and was not going to wait any longer. 

For a moment, neither of them moved. Then he was there, closing the distance, the air shifting with his passage and opened the screen door. He did not say anything. He looked at her, and she looked at him, and the silence between them was the silence of the house, the garden, the valley, the whole world holding its breath. 

She stepped inside. 

The house was cool, the stone walls keeping the heat at bay, and she stood in the kitchen and looked at him and did not know what to say, did not know how to begin, did not know how to be the woman she had promised to be when she said she would come back, when she said she would come tomorrow, when she stood in his arms in the garden and let him kiss her and did not push him away. 

"You came," he said. 

"I said I would." 

He stepped closer. His hands were at his sides, not touching her, not yet, but she could feel the wanting in him, the same wanting that was rising in her, the wanting that had been rising for a week, for a month, for her whole life. "Are you sure?" 

She should have said no. She should have turned and walked out the door and driven back to Cwm Bryn and never come back. She was forty years old. She was married. She was pregnant. She was a mother, a wife, a friend. She was all the things she had been for sixteen years, and she was standing in her friend's kitchen with her friend's nineteen-year-old son, and she was about to become something else, something she had never been before. 

She was sure. 

"Yes," she said. 

He kissed her. 

The kiss was not like the kisses in the kitchen, in the garden. Those kisses had been questions, tests, things that could be undone, denied, forgotten. This kiss was an answer. His mouth was on hers, his tongue pushing past her lips, her teeth, and she opened for him, opened her mouth and her body and the thing that had been closed for so long, and she kissed him back with a wanting that was not the wanting of a woman who had been kissed by a boy, was the wanting of a woman who had been waiting for this her whole life and had not known it. 

His hands were on her face, her neck, her shoulders, her back, pulling her against him, and she could feel his body against hers, the hard press of his chest, his thighs, his cock, and she wanted him, wanted him with a wanting that was not only physical, was something else, something that had been sleeping in her for years and was finally waking up. Her hands were on his chest, his shoulders, his arms, and she could feel the muscles beneath the fabric of his shirt, the strength of him, the youth of him, the thing that he was offering her that she had not known she needed. 

He pulled back. His breathing was ragged, his eyes dark, his mouth wet from her mouth. He looked at her, and she looked at him, and the wanting was a thing that filled the kitchen, that filled the house, that filled the whole valley. 

"I want to see you," he said. 

She knew what he meant. She had known what he meant from the moment she stepped through the door, from the moment she said yes, from the moment she woke this morning and chose the green dress and drove seven minutes down the lane to the house where he was waiting for her. She was going to let him see her. She was going to let him touch her. She was going to let him do the things she had been dreaming about for a week, for a month, for her whole life. 

She did not answer. She reached for the hem of her dress, and she pulled it over her head, and she let it fall to the floor. 

She stood in his mother's kitchen in her underwear, and she watched him look at her. His eyes moved over her body—her breasts, full and heavy in the bra she had chosen that morning, the bra that was not the bra she usually wore, that was the bra she had bought in Stroud with the blue dress, that she had put on this morning without thinking about why she was choosing it. His eyes moved lower, to her belly, the curve of it, the life growing inside her, the thing that made her different from the women his age, the thing that made her who she was. His eyes moved lower, to her hips, her thighs, her legs, and she stood in the light from the kitchen window and let him look at her, let him see her, let him want her. 

"You're beautiful," he said. 

She was not beautiful. She was forty years old and pregnant and her body was changing in ways she did not recognize, ways that she had been hiding from Nick, from herself, from the world. But he was looking at her, and she believed him, believed that he saw something in her that she had not seen in herself, something that had been waiting for her to find it, something that had been waiting for him to find it. 

He stepped closer. His hands were on her waist, her belly, her breasts, and she closed her eyes and let him touch her, let him explore her, let him learn her the way no one had learned her in years. His hands were light, tentative, as if he were touching something precious, something that might break, and she opened her eyes and looked at him and saw the wanting in his face, the wanting that was not only the wanting of a nineteen-year-old boy who had been alone for a month, was the wanting of a man who had seen something in her that no one else had seen. 

"You can touch me," she said. "I won't break." 

His hands became more certain. He cupped her breasts through the bra, his thumbs finding her nipples through the fabric, and she gasped, the sensation sharper than she had expected, more intense, and she leaned into his hands and let him hold her, let him feel her, let him want her. He unhooked her bra, the clasps giving way under his fingers, and the bra fell away, and she was bare in front of him, her breasts exposed, the nipples dark and erect, the weight of them unfamiliar in the cool air of the kitchen. 

He looked at her breasts, and she watched him look, watched his eyes darken, watched his hands rise to touch her, and she wanted him to touch her, wanted him to do more than touch her, wanted him to take her and claim her and make her forget everything except this moment, this house, this wanting that had been building in her for so long. 

He touched her. His hands were on her breasts, his fingers on her nipples, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it, the wanting, the needing, the thing that had been sleeping in her for years. He kissed her neck, her throat, her collarbone, and his mouth moved lower, to her breasts, to her nipples, and he took one in his mouth and she cried out, the sound sharp in the quiet kitchen, the sound of a woman who had not been touched like this in years, maybe ever. 

His hands were on her waist, her hips, her thighs, and she could feel his erection against her leg, the hard press of him, the wanting that was the same as hers. She reached for him, her hands on his shirt, pulling it over his head, and then he was bare in front of her, his chest, his shoulders, his arms, the dark hair that ran from his chest to his belly, the line of it disappearing into his jeans, and she looked at him the way he had looked at her, and she wanted him, wanted him with a wanting that was not the wanting of a woman who had been kissed by a boy, was the wanting of a woman who had been waiting for this her whole life. 

He kissed her again, and the kiss was deeper this time, more urgent, and his hands were on her body, her breasts, her belly, her thighs, and she was touching him, her hands on his chest, his shoulders, his back, the muscles moving under her fingers, the heat of him, the wanting of him. He pulled her toward the bedroom, his hands on her hips, her waist, her arms, and she went with him, went where he was taking her, went toward the thing that had been waiting for her since the first day she stood on the terrace and watched him swim. 

The bedroom was Margo's bedroom, the one she shared with Thomas, and Corinna should have thought about that, should have thought about the fact that she was in her friend's bed, about to do something that would destroy everything she had built, but she did not think about any of that. She thought about his hands on her body, his mouth on her mouth, his wanting that was the same as her wanting, and she let him lay her down on the bed, let him settle beside her, let him touch her the way he had been wanting to touch her since the first day she came to this house. 

His hands were on her belly, the curve of it, the life growing inside her, and he touched her gently, reverently, as if he were touching something sacred. "Does it hurt?" he asked. "The baby?" 

"No," she said. "It doesn't hurt. It's safe." 

He looked at her, and she saw the question in his eyes, the question he had been wanting to ask since the first day she stood on the terrace and watched him swim. "Can we—will it be okay?" 

She knew what he was asking. She had asked herself the same question, had read about it, had thought about it in the long nights when she lay awake and wanted him and told herself she was not that woman. It was safe. She was far enough along, the pregnancy was healthy, the baby was protected. She had been cleared for normal activity, for sex, for the thing she was about to do with this boy who was nineteen years old, who was her friend's son, who was looking at her with an expression that was not the expression of a boy who wanted to fuck her, was the expression of a man who wanted to be inside her. 

"Yes," she said. "It's safe." 

He kissed her again, and his hands were on her underwear, pulling it down her legs, and then she was naked, completely naked, in her friend's bed, with her friend's son, and she should have been ashamed, should have been afraid, should have stopped this before it went any further, but she was not ashamed, was not afraid, was not anything except the wanting, the needing, the thing that had been sleeping in her for so long. 

He stood up and removed his jeans, and then he was naked too, and she looked at him, at his body, at his cock, hard and thick and young, and she wanted him inside her, wanted him to fill her, wanted him to make her forget everything except this moment, this house, this wanting. 

He lay beside her, and his hands were on her body, her breasts, her belly, her thighs, and his mouth was on her mouth, her neck, her breasts, and she was touching him, her hands on his cock, feeling the heat of him, the hardness of him, the wanting of him. He groaned when she touched him, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her hips, and she wanted to hear that sound again, wanted to feel him lose control, wanted to be the reason he could not hold himself together. 

"I want to be inside you," he said. 

She wanted him inside her. She had wanted him inside her since the first day she stood on the terrace and watched him swim, since the first time he said You look good, since the first time he kissed her in his mother's kitchen. She wanted him inside her, and she was going to let him, and she did not care what it meant, did not care what it would cost, did not care about anything except the wanting that was finally going to be satisfied. 

"Yes," she said. "Yes." 

He moved over her, his body above hers, his arms on either side of her, his weight supported so that he was not pressing on her belly, and she looked up at him and saw the wanting in his face, the wanting that was the same as hers, and she reached for him, her hands on his hips, pulling him toward her, and he entered her. 

She gasped. The sensation was not what she had expected. She had expected something familiar, something she had experienced before, something that was like the sex she had with Nick, the sex she had had with the men before Nick, the sex that had been the same for as long as she could remember. This was not that. This was something else, something she had never felt before, something that was him, his body, his wanting, his need to be inside her. 

He moved slowly, carefully, his eyes on her face, watching her, making sure she was okay, making sure the baby was okay, making sure she was feeling what he was feeling. She was feeling it. She was feeling everything—the heat of him, the hardness of him, the way he filled her, the way he moved inside her, the way he was looking at her as if she were the only woman in the world. 

"You're so beautiful," he said, and his voice was rough, strained, the voice of a man who was holding himself back, who was trying to be gentle, who was trying to be careful. "I've wanted this since the first time I saw you. Since the first time you came to this house." 

She did not answer. She could not answer. She could not speak, could not think, could not do anything except feel him inside her, feel him moving, feel the wanting building in her, the wanting that had been building for a week, for a month, for her whole life. 

He moved faster, his body pressing into hers, his hands on her hips, her waist, her breasts, and she was moving with him, her legs around his waist, her hands on his back, his shoulders, his arms, and she was losing herself, losing the woman she had been, losing the life she had built, losing everything except this moment, this house, this wanting. 

She came. It was not the small thing she had been reaching for with Nick, the thing she had to hold onto and then let go. It was a wave, a flood, a thing that took her and held her and did not let her go. She cried out, her body arching into his, her hands clutching his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin, and he kept moving, kept pushing, kept filling her, and she came again, and again, and she did not know where she ended and he began, did not know what was her and what was him, did not know anything except the wanting that was finally, finally being satisfied. 

He came, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her hips, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt him fill her, felt the heat of him, and she held him, held him as he shuddered and shook and finally, finally, went still. 

They lay in the silence of the bedroom, the light from the window falling across the bed, the dust motes moving in the air, the sound of the valley coming through the open window—birds, wind, the distant sound of a tractor working a field somewhere across the valley. His weight was on her, not crushing, but present, and she could feel his heart beating against her chest, the rhythm of it slowing, the heat of him cooling, the wanting that had been satisfied but not extinguished. 

He lifted his head and looked at her. His face was flushed, his hair damp, his eyes the colour of the sky before a storm. He looked at her, and she looked at him, and she did not know what she was supposed to feel, did not know what she was supposed to say, did not know who she was now that she had done what she had done. 

"I've wanted that," he said, "since the first day you came to this house. Since I saw you standing on the terrace in the blue dress." 

She should have said something. She should have told him that it was a mistake, that it could never happen again, that she was married and pregnant and the mother of three children and the friend of his mother and that she could not be this woman, could not be the woman who lay in her friend's bed with her friend's son and let him fuck her and wanted him to fuck her again. 

She did not say any of that. She looked at him, and she saw the wanting in his eyes, the same wanting that was still in her, the wanting that had not been satisfied, that would not be satisfied, that was only just beginning. 

"Again," she said. "I want you again." 

He smiled, and the smile was the smile of the boy she had known, the boy who had scraped his knee and needed her comfort, and it was also the smile of the man who had just made her come in his mother's bed, who was going to make her come again, who was going to make her forget everything except this moment, this house, this wanting. 

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and his hands were on her body, and her hands were on his body, and the wanting rose in her again, the wanting that had been sleeping for so long, the wanting that was finally, finally awake. 

Chapter 8: The Flood 

The rain began again at midday, not the soft, cleansing rain of the previous week but something harder, more insistent—a deluge that turned the lane to mud and the stream at the bottom of the garden into a churning brown torrent. Corinna stood at the window of Cwm Bryn and watched the water fall, and she felt the weight of the morning pressing against her ribs like something she had swallowed and could not digest. 

She had left Dorian's bed three hours ago. The drive back had been a blur of wet lanes and wipers cutting arcs through the grey, and she had parked the car and sat for a long moment with her hands on the steering wheel, her body still humming with the memory of what they had done. The shower she had taken afterward had been scalding, as if she could wash away the evidence of him—the scent of his skin still clinging to her, the tenderness between her thighs, the small marks his mouth had left on her neck that she had covered with the collar of her dress. 

She had not washed away anything. She was sitting at the kitchen table now, a cup of tea cold beside her, Theo chattering about the caterpillars that were finally emerging from their cocoons, and she could still feel him inside her. The ghost of his cock. The way he had filled her. The sound he had made when he came. 

She closed her eyes. 

"Mum? Mum, are you listening?" 

She opened her eyes. Theo was standing in front of her, his face alight with excitement, a jar in his hands. Inside, a butterfly was unfolding its wings—slowly, painfully, the crumpled tissue of them smoothing out into something orange and black and impossibly delicate. 

"Look," he said. "It's out. It's finally out." 

She looked. The butterfly clung to the twig Theo had placed in the jar, its wings trembling, still wet, still new. She watched it and thought about herself, about the thing that had emerged in her this morning, the thing that had been waiting in the darkness of her body for weeks, for years, and had finally unfolded its wings. 

"It's beautiful," she said. 

Theo beamed. He took the jar to the windowsill, placing it where the light could reach it, and she watched him watch the butterfly, and she tried to be the mother she was supposed to be, the woman she had been yesterday, the person who had not driven seven minutes down a wet lane to her friend's house and let her friend's nineteen-year-old son lay her down in her friend's bed and fuck her until she forgot her own name. 

She could not find that woman. She was not sure that woman had ever existed. 

The rain did not stop. By mid-afternoon, the lane was impassable, the stream having breached its banks and turned the road into a river. Ivy had retreated to her room with her books. Theo was on the floor of the sitting room, drawing pictures of butterflies. Corinna stood at the window again, watching the water rise, and she felt something that might have been relief. 

She could not leave. The lane was flooded. She was trapped here, in this house, with her children, and she could not go back to The Old Forge, could not do what she had done this morning, could not become that woman again. The rain was a wall between her and him, and she let it hold her, let it keep her in the place where she was still a mother, still a wife, still the person she had been before she had driven down the lane and taken off her dress and let him see her. 

Her phone buzzed on the counter. 

She looked at it. The screen was lit with his name—Dorian—and she picked it up and read the message. 

The lane is flooded. I'm stuck here. Are you okay? 

She stared at the words. She was stuck there. He was stuck there. The rain had made them prisoners in their separate houses, and she should have been grateful, should have welcomed the distance, should have used these hours to rebuild the walls she had torn down this morning. 

She typed: I'm okay. The lane is flooded here too. We're safe. 

She sent the message and set the phone down. She did not look at it again for an hour. When she did, there was another message: I can't stop thinking about you. About this morning. About the way you looked when you came. 

Her breath caught. She read the words twice, three times, and she could feel the heat rising in her cheeks, her chest, the place between her thighs that was still tender from his touch. She should not answer. She should set the phone down and walk away and let the rain wash away everything that had happened between them. 

She typed: I can't stop thinking about it either. 

She sent the message before she could stop herself. 

His reply came immediately: When the rain stops. When the lane clears. I need you again. I need to be inside you again. 

She read the words and felt her body respond—the ache between her thighs deepening, her nipples tightening against the fabric of her dress, the wetness that had been there since she left his bed returning, insistent, undeniable. She was forty years old. She was pregnant with her fourth child. She was a wife and a mother and a friend. And she was standing in her kitchen with her phone in her hand, her thighs pressed together, her body demanding something she had told herself she would never do again. 

She typed: Yes. 

She did not know what she was saying yes to. The rain, the lane, the days that stretched ahead of her in this house with her children and her guilt and her wanting. The next time she would drive down the lane, the next time she would take off her dress, the next time he would lay her down and enter her and she would forget everything except the feeling of him inside her. 

Yes. Yes to all of it. 

She put the phone away and went to make dinner. 

The rain continued through the night. She woke at three in the morning to the sound of it hammering on the roof, and she lay in the dark with her hand on her belly and listened to the water and thought about him. She thought about the way he had looked at her when she took off her dress, the hunger in his eyes, the way he had said You're beautiful and she had believed him. She thought about the way his hands had moved over her body, learning her, claiming her, the way his mouth had found her nipples and drawn sounds from her that she had not known she could make. She thought about the way he had entered her, slowly, carefully, the way he had looked at her as he pushed inside, the way he had said her name—not Auntie Corinna, not the name of his mother's friend, but her name, her real name, the name she had almost forgotten belonged to her. 

She put her hand between her thighs. She was wet. She had been wet since she left his bed, and she touched herself in the darkness of her room, her fingers finding her clitoris, circling it slowly, and she closed her eyes and imagined it was his hand, his fingers, his mouth. She thought about the way he had tasted her this morning, his tongue on her clitoris, her fingers in his hair, the sounds she had made that she had not known she could make. She touched herself and thought about him and felt the pleasure building, rising, cresting, and she came in the darkness with her hand pressed against her mouth so the children would not hear. 

She lay in the aftermath, her hand still between her thighs, her body still humming, and she thought about what she had become. She had touched herself thinking about a nineteen-year-old boy. She had come in her bed, alone, with her husband's pillow beside her and her children sleeping down the hall, and she had not thought about any of them. She had thought about him. Only him. 

She turned onto her side and closed her eyes, and she did not sleep again that night. 

The rain stopped on the third day. 

The lane was still impassable—the water had receded, but the surface was mud and debris, and Nick called from Painswick to tell her not to attempt it, to wait another day, to let the ground dry. She listened to his voice, familiar and distant, and she said yes, she would wait, she would stay, she would be safe. 

She drove to The Old Forge that afternoon. 

The lane was worse than she had expected, the surface rutted and slick, but she drove slowly, her hands tight on the steering wheel, her heart beating in her throat. She did not know what she was doing. She knew exactly what she was doing. She was driving to his house because she had promised, because she had said yes, because she could not spend another night in her bed with her hand between her thighs thinking about him when she could have him instead. 


She parked beside his Land Rover. The house was quiet, the garden sodden, the pool covered with leaves and debris from the storm. She walked up the path to the front door, and this time she did not knock. She pushed open the screen door and stepped inside. 

He was in the kitchen, his back to her, looking out the window at the garden. He turned when she entered, and she saw the expression on his face—relief, hunger, something else, something she did not have a name for. 

He didn't speak when she entered. He simply looked at her, and she looked at him, and the space between them filled with everything they had not said in the days apart. She crossed the room, and he was already reaching for her.

He moved so quickly that his footsteps made no sound at all, only the whisper of fabric as he crossed to where she stood. and took her face in his hands, and he kissed her, and the kiss was not tentative, was not questioning. It was a claiming, a confirmation, a thing that said you are mine and I have been waiting and I will not wait any longer. She kissed him back, her hands in his hair, his shoulders, his back, and she let him pull her against him, let him feel the wanting in her that was the same as the wanting in him. 

"I need to shower," she said, pulling back. "I've been trapped in the house for three days. I need to—" 

He kissed her again, cutting off her words. "I don't care. I want you as you are. I want to smell you. I want to taste you. I want—" 

She kissed him this time, and she let him pull her toward the bedroom, and she did not think about the shower, did not think about the three days of sweat and rain and sleepless nights, did not think about anything except the feeling of his hands on her body and the wanting that had been building in her since she left this house three days ago. 

In the bedroom, he pulled her dress over her head, and she stood before him in the underwear she had chosen that morning—the bra that made her breasts look fuller, the knickers that she had bought in Stroud with the blue dress, the ones she had been saving for something, for him. He looked at her, and she watched his eyes darken, watched his breathing change, watched the wanting in him become something almost unbearable. 

"Turn around," he said. 

She turned. She stood with her back to him, her hands at her sides, her body exposed to his gaze, and she heard him inhale, heard him step closer, felt his hands on her shoulders, her back, the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips. He pulled her hair aside and pressed his face to her neck, inhaling deeply. 

"I want to smell you," he said. "I want to know what you smell like when you've been thinking about me. When you've been waiting for me." 

She closed her eyes. His hands moved to her armpits, his fingers tracing the soft skin there, and he lifted her arm and pressed his face to the hollow beneath it, inhaling again, his breath warm on her skin. She should have been embarrassed. She was a woman who had not showered in three days, who had lain in her bed touching herself and thinking about him, who had driven through mud and floodwater to reach him, and he was breathing her in like she was something precious. 

"You smell like rain," he said. "And like you. I want to remember this. I want to remember what you smell like when you come to me." 

He turned her around and dropped to his knees in front of her. His hands were on her hips, his face level with her belly, and he pressed his mouth to the curve of it, to the place where her child was growing, and she felt the kiss through her skin, through her flesh, through the walls of her womb. He looked up at her, and his eyes were the colour of the sky before the storm, and she saw in them something that was not only wanting, was something else, something that terrified her because she recognized it. 

He hooked his fingers in the waistband of her knickers and pulled them down. She stepped out of them, and he looked at her—the dark hair between her thighs, the wetness that was already there, the evidence of her wanting that she could not hide. He pressed his face to her, inhaling, and she gasped, her hands going to his hair, her fingers tangling in the dark strands. 

"You're wet," he said. "You've been wet since you left this house. Haven't you?" 

"Yes." 

"Tell me. Tell me what you've been doing. Tell me what you've been thinking about." 

She closed her eyes. The words came out before she could stop them. "I've been thinking about you. About this morning. About the way you felt inside me. I've been touching myself at night, thinking about you, wanting you to be the one touching me instead." 

He groaned, and she felt the sound vibrate through her, through her thighs, her belly, her chest. He pulled her down onto the bed, and she lay beneath him, and he kissed her, his mouth hard on hers, his tongue pushing past her lips, and she opened for him, opened her mouth and her body and the wanting that had been building for three days. 

His mouth moved down her body—her neck, her breasts, her belly, the inside of her thighs—and she lay back and let him explore her, let him learn her, let him taste her. His tongue found her clitoris, and she cried out, her body arching off the bed, her hands in his hair, her thighs closing around his head. He held her open, his hands on her thighs, his mouth on her, and she felt the pleasure building, rising, cresting, and she came with his name on her lips, her body shaking, her hands pulling his hair, her voice filling the room. 

He moved up her body, his mouth finding hers, and she tasted herself on his lips, and she kissed him, and she wanted more, wanted him inside her, wanted to feel him fill her the way he had filled her three days ago. He positioned himself between her thighs, and she felt his cock against her, the tip of it pressing against her clitoris, and she moaned, her hips rising, seeking him. 

"Not yet," he said. "I want to feel you. I want to feel how wet you are. I want to watch you come again before I'm inside you." 

He moved against her, his cock sliding along her folds, the tip of it pressing against her clitoris, circling it, and she felt the pleasure building again, faster this time, the anticipation of him, the need for him, the wanting that was a physical thing inside her. He moved slowly, deliberately, watching her face, watching her body respond to him, and she felt herself climbing toward something she could not control, could not stop, could not want anything except this. 

She came again, her body shuddering, her hands clutching his shoulders, her voice breaking on his name. He watched her come, and when the spasms subsided, when she lay beneath him gasping for breath, he positioned himself at her entrance and pushed inside. 

The feeling of him—she had forgotten. No, she had not forgotten. She had been thinking about it for three days, touching herself to the memory of it, and the reality was nothing like the memory. The reality was fuller, deeper, more than she could hold. He filled her completely, his cock sliding into her wetness, and she felt him everywhere—in her belly, her chest, her throat, the place behind her eyes that went white when he moved. 

He moved slowly at first, watching her, making sure she was okay, making sure the baby was okay, making sure she was feeling what he was feeling. She was feeling everything. She was feeling the heat of him, the hardness of him, the way he stretched her, the way he fit inside her as if he had been made for this, for her, for the wanting that had been building in her for weeks. 

"Faster," she said. "Please. Faster." 

He moved faster, his hips driving into hers, his hands on her waist, her hips, her breasts, and she moved with him, her legs wrapped around his waist, her hands on his back, his shoulders, his arms, and she was losing herself, losing the woman she had been, losing the life she had built, losing everything except this moment, this house, this wanting. 

He pulled out suddenly, and she gasped at the loss of him, the emptiness where he had been. He flipped her onto her stomach, his hands on her hips, pulling her up onto her knees, and she felt him behind her, his cock pressing against her from this new angle, and he pushed inside her again, deeper this time, and she cried out at the sensation of it, the fullness of it, the way he filled her from behind. 

His hands were on her hips, holding her steady, and he moved inside her with a rhythm that was not gentle, was not careful, was the rhythm of a man who had been waiting for three days and was not going to wait any longer. She met his thrusts, her body moving with his, and she felt the pleasure building again, building faster than before, building toward something she could not control. 

His hand reached around her, his fingers finding her clitoris, and she cried out at the touch, at the dual sensation of him inside her and his fingers on her, and she came with a force that surprised her, her body convulsing around him, her voice filling the room, her hands clutching the sheets beneath her. 

He kept moving. He did not stop. He drove into her as she came, and the pleasure was not diminishing, was not ending, was building again, and she came again, a second orgasm crashing into her before the first had finished, and she heard herself making sounds she had never made before, sounds that were not words, were not anything except the expression of a pleasure she had not known was possible. 

He came with a groan, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her hips, and she felt him inside her, felt the heat of him, the pulse of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. He collapsed against her, his weight on her back, his face in her hair, his breath coming in ragged gasps, and she lay beneath him, her body still trembling, her mind empty of everything except the feeling of him inside her, the warmth of him spreading through her, the completeness of being filled by him. 

They lay in the silence of the bedroom, the light from the window falling across the bed, the dust motes moving in the air, the sound of the valley coming through the open window—birds, wind, the distant sound of a tractor working a field somewhere across the valley. His weight was on her, not crushing, but present, and she could feel his heart beating against her back, the rhythm of it slowing, the heat of him cooling. 

He lifted himself off her and lay beside her, pulling her against him, his arm around her waist, his hand on her belly. She felt him soften inside her, felt his semen leaking from her, and she did not move to clean herself, did not want to lose the evidence of what they had done. 

"I've been thinking about that for three days," he said. "Every minute. Every second. I couldn't think about anything else." 

She turned her head to look at him. His face was flushed, his hair damp, his eyes the colour of the sky after the storm. She looked at him, and she did not know what she was supposed to feel, did not know what she was supposed to say, did not know who she was now that she had done what she had done again. 

"Neither could I," she said. 

He smiled, and the smile was the smile of the boy she had known, and it was also the smile of the man who had just made her come three times in his mother's bed, who was going to make her come again before the day was over, who was going to keep her here in this room until the light faded and the valley grew dark. 

"I want to taste you again," he said. "I want to taste you when you're full of me. I want to taste what we made together." 

He moved down her body, and she let him, let him push her thighs apart, let him press his face to her, let him taste what he had left inside her. His tongue was warm on her, and she was sensitive, so sensitive, and she gasped at the touch of him, at the intimacy of what he was doing, at the way he was claiming her even after he had already claimed her. 

She came again, a smaller thing this time, a release of the tension that had been building since he pulled out of her, and she felt him smile against her, felt his satisfaction, his pride, his wanting that was still there, that would always be there. 

He moved up her body and lay beside her, and she curled against him, her head on his chest, her hand on his stomach, her legs tangled with his. The light was fading outside, the afternoon giving way to evening, and she knew she should go, should drive back to Cwm Bryn before the lane grew dark, before her children began to wonder where she was. 

She did not move. 

"Stay," he said, as if he could read her thoughts. "Stay until dark. Stay until you have to go. Stay with me a little longer." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about Cwm Bryn, about Theo and Ivy, about the dinner she was supposed to make, about the mother she was supposed to be. She thought about Nick, who would call tonight to check on them, who would ask about her day, who would tell her he loved her. She thought about the woman she had been before she drove down this lane, before she took off her dress, before she let him lay her down in his mother's bed. 

She opened her eyes. She looked at him—at the boy who was not a boy, at the man who had seen something in her that no one else had seen, at the wanting that was still there in his eyes, that would always be there. 

"Until dark," she said. "Then I have to go." 

He kissed her forehead, and she closed her eyes again, and she lay in his arms and listened to his heart and let the darkness come, let the valley grow quiet, let the woman she had been slip away into the twilight. 

She would go home. She would make dinner. She would tuck Theo into bed and check on Ivy and answer Nick's call and tell him she loved him. She would be the mother, the wife, the friend. She would wear the mask that she had worn for sixteen years. 

But here, in this room, in his arms, with his semen still warm inside her and his hand on her belly and his heart beating under her ear, she was not that woman. She was something else. She was something she had only just begun to understand. 

Chapter 9: The Return 

She drove back to Cwm Bryn in the fading light, the lane still slick with mud, her body still aching with the memory of him. The car was quiet, the heater blowing warm air against her damp skin, and she kept her hands on the steering wheel and her eyes on the road and did not let herself think about what she had done. She had been gone four hours. She had told Theo she was checking on the Vaughans' property, making sure the storm had not caused more damage. He had believed her. He was nine years old. He believed everything she said. 

She parked the car and sat for a moment, her hands on the steering wheel, her heart beating in her throat. She could feel him still—the ache between her thighs, the tenderness of her nipples where his mouth had been, the wetness that had not stopped since she left his bed. She closed her eyes and saw him behind her eyelids, the way he had looked when he came, the sound he had made, the way he had collapsed against her and held her and told her she was beautiful. 

She opened her eyes. She got out of the car. 

The house was warm, the lights on, the smell of something cooking that she did not remember starting. Ivy was in the kitchen, standing at the stove, stirring a pot of something that smelled like the soup Corinna had taught her to make last winter. Theo was at the table, drawing, his tongue between his teeth, his caterpillars' cocoons lined up on the windowsill where the light could reach them. 

"You're back," Ivy said. She did not look up from the pot. "Theo was hungry. I made soup." 

Corinna stood in the doorway and looked at her daughter. Fourteen years old. The same age Corinna had been when her own mother had taught her to make soup, when the world had been simple, when the wanting had not yet begun. Ivy's hair was pulled back, her face serious, her hands competent on the ladle. She was becoming a woman, and Corinna watched her and thought about what she was becoming herself, and the distance between them seemed suddenly, impossibly vast. 

"Thank you," she said. "That was thoughtful." 

Ivy shrugged. "It's just soup." 

It was not just soup. It was her daughter, who was learning to be a woman, who was learning to take care of things, who was learning to watch her mother and wonder what she saw. Corinna crossed the kitchen and touched Ivy's shoulder, and Ivy did not pull away, did not lean in, simply stood there, solid and present, and let her mother's hand rest on her for a moment before she moved to set the table. 

Corinna went to the bathroom. She locked the door and stood in front of the mirror and looked at herself. Her hair was tangled, her face flushed, her eyes bright in a way that had nothing to do with the mother she was supposed to be. She pulled the collar of her dress aside and saw the mark—a bruise, small and dark, where his mouth had been. She touched it and felt the tenderness, the memory of his lips on her skin, the way he had held her face in his hands and kissed her throat and told her she was beautiful. 

She turned on the shower. The water was hot, scalding, and she stepped under it and let it wash over her, let it run down her face, her breasts, her belly, her thighs. She watched the water run between her legs, watched it carry away what he had left inside her, and she felt the loss of it, the absence of him, the emptiness that was already beginning to fill with wanting again. 

She washed her hair. She washed her body. She scrubbed her skin until it was pink and raw, and she stepped out of the shower and dried herself and stood in front of the mirror again, and the woman who looked back at her was the woman she was supposed to be—clean, composed, the mother of three children, the wife of a man who loved her, the friend of a woman who trusted her. 

She was not that woman. She had not been that woman for a long time. She was only just beginning to understand who she was instead. 

Dinner was quiet. Theo talked about the butterflies, about the ones that had emerged and the ones that were still waiting, about the moment when the wings unfolded, when the creature inside became something it had not been before. Corinna listened and nodded and ate the soup Ivy had made, and she looked at her children and tried to be present, tried to be the mother they needed, tried to be the woman they thought she was. 

After dinner, she put Theo to bed. He was tired, his eyes heavy, his voice already slurring with sleep. She sat beside him on the bed and stroked his hair and listened to his breathing slow, and she thought about the baby inside her, about the child she was carrying, about the life she was building in her body even as she was tearing down the life she had built around herself. 

"Mum?" Theo's voice was small, almost asleep. 

"Yes, love?" 

"Do you think the butterflies know they're going to change? Before it happens? Do they know what they're going to become?" 

She looked at him, at his face in the dim light, at the trust in his eyes that she had done nothing to deserve. She thought about herself, about the thing that was happening inside her, about the woman she was becoming and the woman she was leaving behind. 

"I don't think they know," she said. "I think they just feel something happening, and they let it happen, and when it's over, they're something new." 

Theo nodded, satisfied with the answer, and closed his eyes, and in a moment he was asleep, his breathing even, his hand curled under his cheek, his face smooth and peaceful and untroubled by the things that troubled her. 

She kissed his forehead and turned off the light and stood in the hallway for a moment, her hand on her belly, her heart beating in her chest, and she felt the baby move—a flutter, a shift, a presence—and she thought about the woman she had been this morning, the woman who had driven down a muddy lane to her friend's house and let her friend's son lay her down in her friend's bed and fuck her until she forgot her own name. 

She was not that woman. She was not the woman who had dinner with her children, who tucked her son into bed, who stood in the hallway with her hand on her belly and felt her unborn child move inside her. She was both women. She was the woman who came home to her family and the woman who drove down the lane to him. She was the woman who wore the mask and the woman who took it off. She was becoming something new, something she did not have a name for, something that was unfolding inside her like the wings of a butterfly emerging from its cocoon. 

Her phone buzzed on the counter. She picked it up. His name on the screen: Did you get home safe? 

She stared at the words. She should not answer. She should put the phone down and go to bed and be the woman she was supposed to be. She should tell him that this was a mistake, that it could not happen again, that she was married and pregnant and the mother of three children and the friend of his mother and that she could not be this woman, could not be the woman who drove down the lane to him and let him do the things he did to her. 

She typed: Yes. I'm home. Theo is asleep. Ivy is in her room. The house is quiet. 

She sent the message. She stood in the kitchen with the phone in her hand, the light from the screen casting shadows on her face, and she waited. 

His reply came: I can still taste you. I can still smell you on my skin. I'm lying in bed and I can't stop thinking about you. About the way you said my name when you came. 

Her breath caught. She read the words twice, three times, and she could feel the heat rising in her cheeks, her chest, the place between her thighs that was still tender from his touch, that was already wet again, that was already wanting him. 

She should stop. She should put the phone down and go to bed and be the woman she was supposed to be. She was not that woman. She was standing in her kitchen with her phone in her hand and her thighs pressed together and the wanting rising in her like a tide. 

She typed: Tell me. 

His reply was immediate: I want to be inside you again. I want to feel you come around me again. I want to watch your face when you come. I want to see the way you lose yourself. I want to be the one who makes you lose yourself. 

She leaned against the counter, her legs weak, her breath coming faster. She thought about him in his bed, in the dark, his hand on his cock, thinking about her, wanting her, waiting for her to answer. She thought about the power she had, the power to make him want her, the power to make him wait, the power to give him what he wanted or to withhold it. 

She typed: When? 

Tomorrow. When Ivy and Theo are busy. When you can get away. I need to see you. I need to be inside you again. 

She closed her eyes. She thought about tomorrow, about the hours that stretched ahead of her, about the wanting that was already building in her, about the woman she was becoming and the woman she was leaving behind. 

Yes, she typed. Tomorrow. 

She sent the message and put the phone down and stood in the kitchen with her hand on her belly and her heart beating in her chest and the wanting already taking root in her, already growing, already becoming something she could not control. 

She went to bed. She lay in the dark with her hand on her belly and the phone on the nightstand beside her, and she did not touch herself, did not let herself have the release she craved, because she wanted to save it for him, wanted to give it to him, wanted to be wet and ready and wanting when she drove down the lane to him tomorrow. 

She thought about him. She thought about his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin, his cock inside her, the way he filled her, the way he made her forget everything except the wanting. She thought about the way he said her name—not Auntie Corinna, not the name of his mother's friend, but her name, her real name, the name she had almost forgotten belonged to her. 

She thought about tomorrow. She thought about the hours she would wait, the wanting that would build, the moment when she would walk through his door and he would take her in his arms and she would be, for a little while, the woman she was becoming. 

She closed her eyes, and she did not dream, and she woke before dawn with her body already aching for him, with the wanting already a physical thing inside her, with the knowledge of what she was going to do already settled into her like a thing that had always been there, waiting for her to accept it. 

She made breakfast. She told Ivy she was going to the village for supplies, that the storm had left them short on things, that she would be back in an hour or two. Ivy looked at her, and for a moment Corinna thought her daughter could see it, could see the thing that was happening inside her, the thing that was driving her out of the house and down the lane to the house where he was waiting. But Ivy said nothing, only nodded and turned back to her book, and Theo was already outside, chasing the butterflies that had emerged from their cocoons, and Corinna took her keys and her bag and walked out the door. 

She drove down the lane. The mud had dried, the ruts hardening in the sun, and she drove slowly, her hands tight on the steering wheel, her heart beating in her throat. She did not know what she was doing. She knew exactly what she was doing. She was driving to his house because she could not spend another hour in her bed with her hand between her thighs thinking about him when she could have him instead. 

She parked beside his Land Rover. The house was quiet, the garden drying in the morning light, the pool still covered with leaves from the storm. She walked up the path to the front door, and this time she did not knock, did not hesitate, simply pushed open the screen door and stepped inside. 

He was in the kitchen, waiting. He was wearing a t-shirt and jeans, his hair still damp from a shower, his face brightening when he saw her, and she crossed the kitchen and he took her in his arms and kissed her, and the kiss was not urgent, not desperate, was something else, something slower, something that said I have been waiting and I knew you would come and I will always be here when you do. 

She pulled back and looked at him. He was beautiful. She had known he was beautiful, had seen it from the first day she stood on the terrace and watched him swim, but she had not let herself feel it, had not let herself want it, had not let herself be the woman who wanted a nineteen-year-old boy. She was that woman now. She was standing in his mother's kitchen with her hands on his chest and her body already responding to him, already wet, already wanting. 

"I want to shower first," she said. "I want to be clean for you. I want to smell the way you want me to smell." 

He smiled, and the smile was the smile of a man who had been given a gift, who knew its value, who would not waste it. "I want you to smell like yourself. I want you to smell like the woman who comes to me because she wants to be here. I want you to smell like the woman who thinks about me when she's alone in her bed." 

She kissed him, and she let him lead her to the bathroom, and she stood under the water while he watched, while he undressed and stepped into the shower with her, while he soaped her body and washed her hair and touched her with a reverence that made her want to cry. His hands were on her breasts, her belly, her thighs, and she closed her eyes and let him touch her, let him explore her, let him learn her the way he was learning her, the way no one had ever learned her. 

He turned off the water and dried her with a towel, slowly, carefully, as if she were something precious, something that might break. He knelt at her feet and dried her legs, her calves, her ankles, and she stood above him with her hands on his shoulders and looked down at him and felt something that was not only wanting, was something else, something she did not have a name for. 

He stood and took her face in his hands and kissed her, and she tasted the water on his lips, the soap on his skin, the wanting that was the same as hers. He led her to the bedroom, and she lay on the bed and watched him move above her, around her, beside her, his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin, and she let herself be touched, let herself be tasted, let herself be claimed. 

His mouth found her breasts, his tongue circling her nipples, and she arched into him, her hands in his hair, her breath coming faster. His mouth moved lower, down her belly, over the curve of her pregnancy, and he pressed his lips to the place where her child was growing, and she felt the kiss through her skin, through her flesh, through the walls of her womb, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it, let herself be held by it, let herself be the woman who lay in her friend's bed with her friend's son and let him worship her. 

His mouth moved lower. His tongue found her clitoris, and she cried out, her body arching, her hands tightening in his hair. He worked her slowly, deliberately, his tongue circling, pressing, retreating, building a rhythm that was not a rhythm, that was a thing he was discovering, a thing he was learning, a thing he was making for her, for this moment, for this body that was changing, that was becoming something new. 

He looked up at her, his face between her thighs, his eyes dark, his mouth wet. "I want to feel you come. I want to taste you when you come. I want to know what you taste like when you're thinking about me." 

She closed her eyes, and she let herself go, let herself fall into the pleasure he was building in her, let herself be the woman who lay in his bed and let him do this to her, let herself want it, need it, crave it. She came with a cry, her body convulsing, her hands pulling his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his mouth on her, his tongue still moving, still working, still giving her what she needed. 

He moved up her body, his mouth finding hers, and she tasted herself on his lips, and she kissed him, and she wanted more, wanted him inside her, wanted to feel him fill her the way he had filled her yesterday, the day before, the days that were blurring together into something that was not time, was not a sequence, was simply the wanting and the having and the wanting again. 

He positioned himself between her thighs, and she felt his cock against her, the tip of it pressing against her clitoris, and she moaned, her hips rising, seeking him. He moved against her, his cock sliding along her folds, the tip of it catching on her clitoris, pressing against it, circling it, and she felt the pleasure building again, faster this time, the anticipation of him, the need for him, the wanting that was a physical thing inside her. 

"Please," she said. "Please. I need you inside me." 

He pushed inside her, and she gasped at the sensation of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely. He moved slowly, watching her face, watching her body respond to him, and she watched him, watched the concentration on his face, the wanting in his eyes, the way he was holding himself back, waiting for her, waiting to give her what she needed. 

"Faster," she said. "Harder. I want to feel you. I want to feel you come inside me." 

He moved faster, his hips driving into hers, his hands on her waist, her hips, her breasts, and she moved with him, her legs around his waist, her hands on his back, his shoulders, his arms, and she was losing herself, losing the woman she had been, losing the life she had built, losing everything except this moment, this house, this wanting. 

She came again, her body arching, her voice breaking on his name, and he kept moving, kept pushing, kept filling her, and she felt him coming, felt the pulse of him inside her, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. He collapsed against her, his face in her neck, his breath coming in ragged gasps, and she held him, her arms around him, her hands on his back, her body still trembling, her mind empty of everything except the feeling of him inside her, the warmth of him spreading through her, the completeness of being filled by him. 

They lay in the silence of the bedroom, the light from the window falling across the bed, the dust motes moving in the air, the sound of the valley coming through the open window—birds, wind, the distant sound of a tractor working a field somewhere across the valley. His weight was on her, not crushing, but present, and she could feel his heart beating against her chest, the rhythm of it slowing, the heat of him cooling. 

"I don't want you to go," he said. 

She did not answer. She lay beneath him with her hand on his back and her eyes on the ceiling and the feeling of him still inside her, still softening, still connected to her in a way that she did not know how to name. 

"I have to," she said. "The children. Ivy will wonder. Theo—" 

"I know." He lifted his head and looked at her. His face was flushed, his hair damp, his eyes the colour of the sky after the storm. He looked at her, and she looked at him, and the wanting was still there, in his eyes, in her body, in the space between them that could not be filled, could not be satisfied, could not be anything except what it was. 

"When will you come back?" he asked. 

She should say never. She should say this was the last time, that it could not happen again, that she was married and pregnant and the mother of three children and the friend of his mother and that she could not be this woman, could not be the woman who drove down the lane to him and let him do the things he did to her. 

"Tomorrow," she said. "When I can get away. When the children are busy. I'll come back tomorrow." 

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both. 

She got up. She showered again, alone this time, washing his scent from her skin, washing the evidence of what they had done from her body. She dressed in the clothes she had brought, the ones that did not smell like him, the ones that made her look like the woman she was supposed to be. She stood in front of the mirror and checked her neck for marks, her face for signs of what she had done, and she saw nothing, saw only the woman she had been yesterday, the woman she would be tomorrow, the woman who drove down the lane to him and came back and was, in every visible way, unchanged. 

She walked through the kitchen. He was standing at the counter, a glass of water in his hand, watching her. She stopped in front of him, and she wanted to say something, wanted to tell him that this was the last time, that she could not do this again, that she was destroying everything she had built and she could not stop herself and she did not want to stop herself. 

She said nothing. She kissed him, quickly, and she walked out the door and drove back down the lane to Cwm Bryn, to her children, to the life she had built, to the woman she was supposed to be. 

She was not that woman. She was not the woman who drove down the lane to him and came back and was unchanged. She was changing. She was becoming something new, something she did not have a name for, something that was unfolding inside her like the wings of a butterfly emerging from its cocoon. 

She parked the car. She walked into the house. Ivy was in the kitchen, reading. Theo was in the garden, chasing butterflies. The house was quiet, the afternoon light falling across the floor, the dust motes moving in the air, and she stood in the doorway and looked at her children and felt the wanting still there, in her body, in her mind, in the place that he had opened in her and that would not close, would never close, would only grow. 

She was not that woman. She was becoming something new. And she did not know, when the transformation was complete, what she would find. 

Chapter 10: The Deepening 

The days blurred together after that. Not because she lost count—she knew exactly how many times she had driven down that lane, how many hours she had spent in his bed, how many times he had been inside her. But the numbers had ceased to matter. What mattered was the shape her life had taken, the current that ran beneath everything, the way she moved through her days in the house at Cwm Bryn like a woman walking through rooms she had once known but no longer recognized. 

The butterflies were gone. Theo had released them one morning, standing in the garden with the jar open, watching them lift into the air one by one. He had not cried. He had stood very still, his face serious, and when the last butterfly had disappeared over the hedge, he had turned to her and said, "They know where they're going now." She had nodded, and she had thought about herself, about whether she knew where she was going, about whether she was flying or falling or simply drifting on a current she could not control. 

She came to him on a Tuesday. The heat had settled into the valley like a held breath, the air thick and still, the garden at The Old Forge heavy with the scent of roses and lavender and something else, something green and growing that she had learned to associate with him. She arrived earlier than usual, before he would expect her, and she found him in the kitchen with a book open on the table, his hair still damp from a morning swim. 

He looked up when she walked in, and she watched his face change—the concentration of reading replaced by something else, something that had become as familiar to her as her own reflection. He did not say you came. He closed the book and stood, and she crossed the room and put her hands on his chest, feeling the warmth of his skin through the thin cotton of his shirt. 

"I've been thinking about the pool," she said. "The way the water felt. The way you felt in the water." 

His hands found her waist. "The pool is warm today. The sun's been on it all morning." 

She pulled her dress over her head and let it fall. She was wearing nothing underneath. She had left the house without underwear for the first time in her life, had walked through the garden at Cwm Bryn with the fabric of the dress moving against her bare skin, had driven down the lane with her thighs pressed together and her nipples tightening against the cotton and the wanting already a physical thing inside her. 

He looked at her. His eyes moved over her body—her breasts, her belly, the place between her thighs that was already wet—and she watched him watch her, watched his breathing change, watched his hands clench at his sides as if he were holding himself back. 

"I want to see you in the water," she said. "I want to watch you swim. And then I want you to watch me." 

He swam first. She sat on the edge of the pool, her legs in the water, and watched him move through the water with the easy rhythm she had watched on that first day, the day everything had changed. The water parted around his shoulders, his arms, his legs, and she watched the muscles move beneath his skin and thought about how different it was to watch him now, knowing what she knew, having done what she had done. 

He reached the far end and turned, and he saw her watching, and he smiled. He swam back to her and stopped at the edge, his arms on the tile, his face close to hers, water streaming down his forehead, his nose, his lips. 

"Your turn," he said. 

She slid into the water. The cool of it against her skin was a shock, and she gasped, and he pulled her against him, his body warm in contrast to the water, his arms around her, his cock pressing against her belly. She wrapped her legs around his waist and felt him against her, felt the tip of him pressing against her entrance, and she wanted him inside her, wanted to feel him fill her, wanted to be connected to him in the water, in the light, in the garden where anyone could see. 

But she did not let him enter her. She held him at the edge of it, her hips moving against him, the tip of him sliding along her folds, and she watched his face, watched the concentration, the wanting, the way he was holding himself back, waiting for her. 

"I've been thinking about something," she said. "About the first time I saw you in this pool. About the way you looked at me when you realized I was watching. About the way I didn't look away." 

His hands tightened on her hips. "You didn't look away." 

"I couldn't. I wanted to see you. I wanted to see all of you. I didn't know why then. I know why now." 

She slid down onto him, taking him inside her in one slow motion, and she felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely. He groaned, his face buried in her neck, and she held him there, not moving, just feeling him inside her, feeling the water move against her skin, feeling the sun on her back. 

"You're different today," he said. His voice was rough, strained. 

"How?" 

"You're not waiting. You're not letting me lead. You're taking what you want." 

She pulled back and looked at him. "Is that what you want? For me to take what I want?" 

He kissed her, and the kiss was not soft, was not gentle, was the kiss of a man who was being driven to the edge of something. "I want whatever you want. I want you to take whatever you need. I want you to use me. I want you to fuck me the way you want to be fucked. I want to be the thing that satisfies you. I want to be the thing you can't live without." 

She moved on him, slowly at first, then faster, her hips driving down onto his, her hands on his shoulders, her face turned up to the sky. She came with his name on her lips, her body convulsing around him, her voice echoing off the water, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands on her hips, his mouth on her throat. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. 

They floated in the pool afterward, her legs still wrapped around him, his arms still around her, and she looked at him and saw the wanting still there, in his eyes, in his body, in the way he was looking at her. 

"That was different," he said. 

She smiled. It was not the smile she had worn before the summer. It was something else, something that had been growing in her for weeks, something that was only just beginning to show itself. "I've been thinking about what I want. About what I need. About what I've been too afraid to ask for." 

"What do you want?" 

She traced his collarbone with her finger, feeling the water on his skin, the warmth beneath. "I want to not be afraid. I want to want what I want without apologizing for it. I want to take what I need without asking permission. I want to be the woman who comes to you because she wants to be here. Because she needs to be here. Because she can't be anywhere else." 

He kissed her forehead, his lips warm against her damp skin. "You are that woman. You've been that woman since the first day you came to this house. You just didn't know it." 

Later, they lay on the terrace, the sun drying their skin, a towel beneath them. She lay on her stomach, her face turned to the side, her hair spread across the towel, and she felt his hand on her back, tracing the curve of her spine, the swell of her buttocks, the place where he had been inside her. 

"I've been thinking about something else," she said. 

His hand paused. "What?" 

She turned her head to look at him. His face was serious, the wanting still there, but something else too, something that had been growing in him as well. 

"The other night. What you said. About wanting to be inside me. There." She felt her face flush, but she did not look away. "I've been thinking about it. About what it would feel like. About whether I would be afraid. About whether I want it enough to let go of the fear." 

He moved closer, his hand sliding to her hip, his face close to hers. "And what did you decide?" 

She took a breath. "I decided I want to try. Not today. But soon. I want to know what it feels like. I want to know if I can want it without being afraid. I want to give you that. I want to give myself that." 

He kissed her, and the kiss was soft, a promise, a thing that said I will wait and I will be careful and I will give you whatever you need. 

"Whenever you're ready," he said. "However you want it. We'll go slow. We'll stop when you want to stop. We'll try again another time if you want to try again. This is yours. This is for you. I want you to feel everything. I want you to feel good. I want you to feel safe." 

She lay in his arms and listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who took what she wanted, who asked for what she needed, who was not afraid to want. 

The sun was lower when she finally sat up. The light had shifted, the gold of afternoon giving way to the deeper gold of early evening, and she knew she should go, should drive back to Cwm Bryn before Ivy began to wonder, before Theo needed her, before the mask went back on. 

But she did not move. She sat on the terrace with her knees drawn up to her chest and looked out at the valley, at the hills turning purple in the fading light, at the first stars beginning to show themselves in the sky, and she felt something she had not felt in a long time. 

Peace. Or something like it. A stillness at the center of her that had not been there before. 

"I don't want to leave," she said. The words came out before she could stop them. 

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "Then don't." 

She looked at him. His face was serious, but there was something in his eyes that she had not seen before, something that was not only wanting, was something else, was hope. 

"I can't stay. The children. Ivy will wonder. Theo—" 

"I know." He reached for her hand, and she let him take it, let him hold it. "But you can stay until you have to go. You can stay a little longer. You can let yourself have this. You can let yourself be here." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the house at Cwm Bryn, about Ivy in her room, about Theo waiting for her to come home. She thought about the life she had built and the life she was building, the woman she had been and the woman she was becoming. 

She opened her eyes. "One more hour. Then I have to go." 

He smiled, and she smiled back, and they sat on the terrace in the fading light, his hand in hers, her head on his shoulder, and she let herself be there, let herself be with him, let herself be the woman who wanted what she wanted and was not afraid to want it. 

She left when the light was gone, the lane dark, the headlights cutting through the shadows of the trees. She drove slowly, her hands on the steering wheel, her body still humming with the memory of him, and she did not think about the woman she had been before, the woman who had driven down this lane for the first time, afraid of what she wanted, afraid of who she was becoming. 

She thought about the woman she was now. The woman who had taken what she wanted. The woman who had asked for what she needed. The woman who was not afraid to want. 

She parked the car and sat for a moment, her hands on the steering wheel, her heart beating in her chest. The house was dark except for the light in Ivy's room, the light that was always on, the light that marked the place where her daughter was waiting for her to come home. 

She got out of the car and walked up the path, and she did not let herself think about what she had done, what she was doing, what she would do tomorrow. She thought about the woman she was becoming. The woman who did not know how to stop. The woman who was not sure she wanted to. 

She opened the door, and the house was quiet, and she walked through the rooms that had been her home for ten years and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing she could feel. 

Chapter 11: The Rhythm 

She stopped marking the days. 

Not because she lost count—she knew exactly how many times she had driven down that lane, how many hours she had spent in his bed, how many times he had been inside her. But the numbers had ceased to matter. What mattered was the shape her life had taken, the current that ran beneath everything, the way she moved through her days in the house at Cwm Bryn like a woman walking through rooms she had once known but no longer recognized. 

The summer had entered its final phase. The heat still pressed down on the valley, but there was a shift in the quality of the light, a lengthening of shadows, a sense that something was drawing to a close. The blackberries were ripening on the hedgerows, their sweetness heavy in the air. The swallows had begun to gather on the wires, preparing for the journey she had not yet begun to think about. 

She came to him on an afternoon when the sky had the flat white quality that preceded storms. The light through the windows of The Old Forge was diffuse, without shadows, and the house held the heat in a way that made the air thick and still. She found him in the bedroom, lying on his back on the bed, one arm thrown over his eyes, his chest bare, his jeans undone at the waist. 

She stood in the doorway and looked at him. The rise and fall of his breathing. The dark hair that ran from his chest to his belly. The way his hip bones jutted against the waistband of his jeans. She had been looking at him for weeks now, and still she found herself looking, still she found new things to notice, new ways to see him. 

"You're staring," he said without moving his arm. 

She crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under her weight, and he moved his arm and looked at her. His eyes were the colour of the sky before a storm, and she saw in them the wanting that was always there, that had become as familiar to her as her own reflection. 

"I'm looking," she said. "There's a difference." 

He reached for her, his hand finding her thigh, his fingers tracing the hem of her dress. "What's the difference?" 

"Staring is passive. Looking is intentional. I'm looking at you because I want to remember this. The way you look right now. The light. The way your body is lying there like you're waiting for me." 

He pulled her down beside him, turning her onto her side so that her back was against his chest, his arm around her waist, his hand finding her belly. She felt him against her, his cock hard through the fabric of his jeans, pressing against the curve of her hip, but he did not move to enter her. He lay behind her, his face in her hair, his breath warm on her neck, and she felt herself relax into him, felt her body soften against his. 

"What are you doing?" she asked. 

"Holding you. I want to feel you breathe. I want to feel the baby move. I want to know what it feels like to be with you when we're not doing anything. When we're just here." 

She closed her eyes. His hand was warm on her belly, his fingers splayed, and she felt the baby move, a slow roll, a shift, a presence that was becoming more insistent as the weeks passed. His hand tightened, just slightly, and she heard his breath catch. 

"Can you feel it?" she asked. 

"I can feel everything. I can feel your heart beating. I can feel the baby moving. I can feel you getting wet. I can feel the way your body wants me even when you're not saying anything." 

She was wet. She had been wet since she woke this morning, since she stood in the shower and thought about him, since she drove down the lane and saw his car in the drive. She was always wet now, always ready, always wanting. 

"Touch me," she said. 

His hand moved lower, sliding over her belly, between her thighs, finding her wet through the fabric of her knickers. He pressed his fingers against her, feeling her, learning her, and she pushed back against him, against his cock, against the wanting that was building in her. 

"Not yet," he said. "I want to feel you come like this. With your clothes on. With my hand between your legs and my cock against you and nothing else." 

His fingers found her clitoris through the fabric, circling it slowly, and she moaned, her hips moving against his hand, against his cock, against the pressure that was building in her. He did not move fast, did not push, simply circled, pressed, circled again, and she felt herself climbing toward something, felt the pleasure building in her, felt the wanting that was not only for his fingers, was for him, for the thing he was doing to her, for the way he was making her wait. 

"You like this," he said. "You like waiting. You like not knowing when I'm going to give you what you want. You like not being in control." 

She did not answer. She could not answer. She was climbing, rising, the pleasure building in her like a wave that was not going to break, that was going to keep building, keep rising, keep pushing her toward something she could not name. 

"Come," he said. "Come for me. Come with my hand on you and my cock against you and nothing else." 

She came. The wave broke, her body convulsing against him, her hands clutching his arm, her face pressed into the pillow, and she felt his cock against her, hard, pressing, and she wanted him inside her, wanted him to fill her, wanted to feel him come the way she had come, with nothing between them, with everything between them. 

He pulled her knickers down, just enough, and she felt him enter her from behind, felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, and she pushed back against him, meeting his thrusts, her body still trembling from the orgasm he had given her, the orgasm that was still rippling through her. 

He did not move fast. He moved slowly, deliberately, his hand still on her clitoris, his fingers still circling, and she felt the pleasure building again, faster this time, the sensitivity of her body still heightened from the first orgasm, the wanting that was not satisfied, that would never be satisfied, that was only growing. 

She came again, her body arching, her voice filling the room, and she felt him come with her, felt the pulse of him inside her, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. 

Later, she lay on her back, her dress pushed up around her waist, her knickers somewhere on the floor, and watched him move around the room. He was naked, unselfconscious, his body familiar to her now in a way that still surprised her. She knew the shape of his shoulders, the curve of his spine, the way his hip bones jutted when he stood a certain way. She knew the sounds he made when he came, the way his breath caught, the way his hands tightened, the way he said her name as if it were the only word he knew. 

"Your mother comes back next week," she said. 

He stopped, a glass of water in his hand, and looked at her. The light was lower now, the afternoon giving way to evening, and his face was half in shadow, half in light. 

"I know." 

"What happens then?" 

He came back to the bed and sat beside her, the glass in his hands. "What do you mean?" 

She sat up, pulling her dress down, covering herself. "I mean what happens to us. When she comes back. When you're not here alone. When I can't just drive down the lane whenever I want." 

He set the glass on the nightstand and took her hand. "We find a way. We make a way. We don't stop." 

She looked at him. He was nineteen years old. He had no idea what he was saying. He had no idea what it would cost her, what it would cost them both, to find a way, to make a way, to not stop. 

"We can't," she said. "We can't keep doing this. When she comes back, when Nick comes down, when the summer ends—" 

"The summer doesn't have to end. We don't have to end." 

She pulled her hand away. "You don't understand. You don't know what this is like. You don't know what it's like to go home and look at your children and know what you've done. To answer the phone when your husband calls and tell him you love him and know that you're lying. To sit across from your mother—my friend—and pretend that nothing has happened." 

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "Then why do you keep coming back?" 

The question hung in the air between them. She could have lied. She could have told him it was the pregnancy, the hormones, the heat of the summer, anything that was not the truth. She was tired of lying. She was tired of the mask, the performance, the woman she had to be in the house at Cwm Bryn, the woman she had to be when Nick called, the woman she had to be when she looked at her children and pretended she was the same person she had been before the summer began. 

"Because I can't stop," she said. "Because I think about you all the time. Because when I'm not with you, I'm waiting to be with you. Because you make me feel something I've never felt before. Because I don't want to be the woman I was before. Because I don't know who I am anymore, and when I'm with you, I don't have to know. I just have to be." 

He took her face in his hands, and she let him, let him hold her, let him look at her, let him see her the way no one else saw her, the way she was only beginning to see herself. 

"Then don't stop," he said. "Don't be the woman you were before. Be this woman. Be the woman who comes to me because she wants to be here. Be the woman who lets me touch her and taste her and be inside her. Be that woman. And let me be the man who wants her." 

She kissed him. She kissed him because there were no words for what she was feeling, because the words would break her, because the wanting was a thing that could not be said, could only be done, could only be felt, could only be lived. 

He kissed her back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both. 

"I'm not going to stop," she said. "I don't know how." 

He smiled, and the smile was the smile of the boy she had known, and it was also the smile of the man she was learning, the man who had seen her in the garden and driven to her house in the dark and kissed her and would not let her go. 

"Then don't," he said. "Just don't." 

She left when the light was gone, the lane dark, the headlights cutting through the shadows of the trees. She drove slowly, her hands on the steering wheel, her body still humming with the memory of him, and she did not think about what she had said, what she had promised, what she had become. 

She thought about the woman she was going to be tomorrow, the woman who would wake in the house at Cwm Bryn and make breakfast and take Theo to the river and find the hours and fill them with him. She thought about the woman she was going to be when the summer ended, when Margo came back, when the mask had to be perfect, had to be seamless, had to be the woman she had been before. 

She thought about the woman she was becoming. The woman who did not know how to stop. The woman who was not sure she wanted to. 

She parked the car and sat for a moment, her hands on the steering wheel, her heart beating in her chest. The house was dark except for the light in Ivy's room, the light that was always on, the light that marked the place where her daughter was waiting for her to come home. 

She got out of the car and walked up the path, and she did not let herself think about what she had done, what she was doing, what she would do tomorrow. She thought about nothing at all. She opened the door, and the house was quiet, and she walked through the rooms that had been her home for ten years and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing she could feel. 

She checked on Theo. He was sleeping, his face smooth, his hand curled under his cheek, his breathing even. She stood in the doorway and looked at him, and she tried to feel something—guilt, shame, anything—and she felt nothing except the wanting, the constant, low hum of wanting that had become the only thing she could feel. 

She went to her room and undressed and lay in the dark with her hand on her belly, and she felt the baby move, and she thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who did not know how to stop, the woman who was not sure she wanted to. 

She closed her eyes, and she did not dream, and she woke before dawn with her body already aching for him, with the wanting already a physical thing inside her, with the knowledge of what she was going to do already settled into her like a thing that had always been there, waiting for her to accept it. 

She was not going to stop. She did not know how. 

Chapter 12: The Hunger 

He woke before dawn, his body already hard, his mind already reaching for her before his eyes were open. The room was grey, the first light seeping through the curtains, and he lay in the silence of the house and listened to the sounds of the valley—the birds, the stream, the distant lowing of cattle from the farm across the fields—and he thought about her. 

Three miles away. He had driven the distance in his mind so many times that he knew every turn, every tree, every place where the hedgerow thickened and the lane narrowed and the car had to slow to pass. He knew the house she was sleeping in, the room at the back that faced the valley, the bed where she lay with her hand on her belly and the baby moving inside her and her husband's pillow beside her, empty until Friday. 

He thought about her husband. He tried not to. The man was a shape, a presence, a name—Nick—that he had known his whole life, that he had said a hundred times at family dinners and village fetes and the ordinary gatherings that had filled his childhood. He had never thought about Nick Preece as anything other than his mother's friend's husband, a tall man with grey at his temples who talked about architecture and buildings and the things that needed to be preserved. Now he thought about him constantly. He thought about him in the bed beside her, his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin. He thought about her saying his name, making the sounds she made for him, coming the way she came for him. 

The wanting sharpened into something that was almost pain. 

He got out of bed. The floor was cold under his feet, and he stood for a moment, letting the cold ground him, letting it remind him that she was not here, that she was in her house with her children, that the hours until she would come to him stretched ahead of him like a road he had to walk alone. 

He went to the bathroom and stood under the shower, the water hot, and he did not touch himself, did not let himself have the release his body was demanding, because he wanted to save it for her, wanted to give it to her, wanted to be hard and ready and wanting when she walked through his door. 

The house was empty without her. He had not noticed the emptiness before the summer, before she had started coming to him, filling the rooms with her presence, her voice, her body. The Old Forge had been his home for nineteen years, and he had never thought of it as empty. Now he moved through it and felt her absence in every room—the kitchen where she had stood in the blue dress, the terrace where she had watched him swim, the bedroom where she had lain beneath him and said his name and come apart in his arms. 

He made coffee and sat at the kitchen table, the same table where she had sat on her first visit, drinking elderflower cordial and talking about Middlemarch. He had not told her that he had read the novel because of her. That he had seen it on her bookshelf years ago, when he was fifteen, when she had come to a dinner party at the house and he had watched her from the doorway, watched the way she laughed, the way she touched her husband's arm, the way she had looked at him when he brought her a glass of wine and said, "I didn't know you read Eliot," and she had smiled and said, "I read everything," and he had gone to the library the next day and taken out every novel she had mentioned. 

He had been fifteen. He had not known what the wanting was, had not had a name for the thing that had stirred in him when she looked at him across the room. He had thought it was nothing, a boy's crush, something that would pass. It had not passed. It had grown, slowly, quietly, in the spaces between their meetings, in the years when he had become a man and she had remained the woman he saw at holidays and birthdays and the ordinary gatherings that marked the passage of time. 

He had watched her at his eighteenth birthday party. She had given him a book—The Name of the Rose—and he had taken it from her and their fingers had touched, and she had smiled at him, and he had wanted her then, had wanted her with a wanting that was not the wanting of a boy for a woman, was the wanting of a man for the woman he had been waiting for his whole life. 

He had waited. He had gone to university, or not gone—he had deferred, telling himself it was the gap year, telling his mother he needed time to read, to write, to figure out what he wanted. He had known what he wanted. He had wanted her. He had come home to the valley, to the house where he had grown up, and he had waited for her to come to him. 

She had come. She had come in the blue dress, and he had seen her on the terrace, and he had known that the waiting was over. 

He was sitting on the terrace when she arrived, the sun high now, the heat of the day pressing down on the valley. He heard her car on the lane, heard it pull into the drive, heard the door open and close, and he did not get up, did not go to meet her, did not do anything except sit in the chair and wait for her to come to him. 

She came around the side of the house, her steps light on the gravel, her dress—green today, the green of the valley after rain—moving against her legs. She saw him sitting on the terrace, and she stopped, and she looked at him, and he looked at her, and the wanting was a thing that filled the space between them, that filled the garden, that filled the whole valley. 

"You're not inside," she said. 

"I was waiting for you. I wanted to see you come to me. I wanted to watch you walk across the garden." 

She came to him, and he took her hand and pulled her onto his lap, and she settled against him, her arm around his shoulders, her face close to his, her body warm against his. 

"What were you thinking about?" she asked. 

"You. I'm always thinking about you." 

She kissed him, and the kiss was soft, slow, a thing that was not urgent, was not desperate, was something else, something that was being discovered, something that was being made between them. He kissed her back, his hand on her face, her neck, her shoulder, and he felt her body relax against him, felt her weight settle into him, felt the wanting in her that was the same as the wanting in him. 

"I want to tell you something," he said. "Something I've never told anyone." 

She pulled back and looked at him. Her face was serious, her eyes the colour of the leaves in autumn, the colour of the valley when the light was low and the shadows were long. 

"What?" 

"I've wanted you for four years. Since I was fifteen. Since I saw you at a dinner party at this house, and you laughed, and I thought—I didn't know what I thought. I knew I wanted to be the one making you laugh. I knew I wanted to be the one you looked at. I knew I wanted you to see me the way I was seeing you." 

She did not speak. She looked at him, and he saw something move in her face, something he could not name, something that was not surprise, was not fear, was something else. 

"I watched you," he said. "I watched you at every dinner, every party, every time you came to this house. I watched the way you moved, the way you talked, the way you touched your husband's arm. I watched you and I wanted you, and I thought it would pass, and it didn't pass. It grew. It became the thing I thought about when I woke up and the thing I thought about when I went to sleep and the thing I thought about when I touched myself and pretended it was you." 

Her breath caught. He felt it, the intake of air, the tightening of her hand on his shoulder. 

"I came home this summer because I knew you would be here. I knew you would be at Cwm Bryn with the children, and I knew you would come to this house because my mother asked you to, and I knew—I knew that if I was here, if I was alone, if I was waiting, you would come to me. And you did. You came in the blue dress, and you stood on the terrace, and I saw you see me, and I knew that the waiting was over." 

She kissed him. She kissed him with a hunger that matched his, a wanting that was not only for his body, was for the thing he had given her, the thing no one had ever given her, the thing she had not known she needed. 

He carried her inside, her legs around his waist, her mouth on his, and he laid her on the bed and pulled her dress over her head and looked at her, at the body that had been changing for weeks, at the belly that was round and full, at the breasts that were heavy, at the thighs that were open for him, that were always open for him. 

"You knew," she said. "All this time. You knew what you were doing. The pool. The storm. The night you came to my garden. You knew." 

"I knew what I wanted. I knew what I was going to do. I knew that you wanted me too, even if you didn't know it, even if you couldn't say it, even if you told yourself it was the pregnancy, the hormones, the heat of the summer. I knew. I've always known." 

He moved over her, his body above hers, his arms on either side of her, his weight supported so that he was not pressing on her belly, and she looked up at him and saw the wanting in his face, the wanting that had been there for four years, the wanting that was the same as hers. 

"Do you want me?" he asked. "Not because of the pregnancy. Not because of the summer. Not because you're alone and I'm here. Do you want me? Do you want this? Do you want me to be the one who fucks you, who fills you, who makes you come?" 

She reached for him, her hand on his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw, the shape of his mouth, the wanting that was written there. 

"I want you," she said. "I want you to be the one who fucks me. I want you to be the one who fills me. I want you to be the one who makes me come. I want you to be the one I think about when I wake up and the one I think about when I go to sleep and the one I think about when I touch myself and pretend it's you. I want you. I've always wanted you. I just didn't know it." 

He entered her. The feeling of him—she had thought she would be used to it by now, that the wanting would be satisfied, that the hunger would be fed. She was not used to it. The wanting was not satisfied. The hunger was not fed. He filled her, and the wanting grew, the hunger sharpened, the need for him became something that was not only physical, was something else, something she did not have a name for. 

He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his hands on her skin, his mouth on her throat, his voice in her ear. 

"You're mine," he said. "You've always been mine. You just didn't know it." 

She came with his name on her lips, her body arching, her hands in his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his mouth still on her. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back for four years. 

Afterwards, she lay beside him, her head on his chest, her hand on his stomach, her legs tangled with his. The light was fading outside, the afternoon giving way to evening, and she knew she should go, should drive back to Cwm Bryn before the children began to wonder, before the mask slipped, before someone saw what she had become. 

She did not move. 

"Four years," she said. "You waited four years." 

"I would have waited longer. I would have waited forever. I would have waited until you were ready. Until you knew. Until you came to me." 

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face was serious, the wanting still there, the wanting that had been there for four years, the wanting that would always be there. 

"What if I hadn't come? What if I had stayed at Cwm Bryn? What if I had checked on you once and never come back?" 

He smiled, and the smile was the smile of the boy she had known, and it was also the smile of the man who had waited for her, who would have waited forever, who had known, from the first moment he saw her in the blue dress, that she was going to be his. 

"You would have come. You were always going to come. You just needed time. You needed to want it enough. You needed to be ready. And I was here. I was always here." 

She kissed him, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both. 

"I'm not going to stop," she said. "I don't know how." 

He pulled her against him, his arm around her, his hand on her belly, and she felt the baby move, felt the flutter of it, the presence of it, the life that was growing inside her even as she was becoming someone new. 

"Then don't," he said. "Just don't." 

Chapter 13: The Kitchen 

The party was Margo's idea. A welcome home, she called it, though she had only been gone a month. A chance to see everyone before the summer ended, before the children went back to school, before the light shifted and the valley settled into autumn. Corinna had received the invitation three days ago, a text message from Margo's phone with an address she already knew, a time—seven o'clock—and a string of emojis that made her smile despite the tightness in her chest. 

She had not seen Dorian in four days. The longest gap since the first week of August, since before the storm, since before everything had changed. Nick had been at Cwm Bryn for the long weekend, and she had been the wife she was supposed to be, the mother, the woman who cooked and cleaned and laughed at his jokes and lay beside him in the dark and let him make love to her and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was always there, always waiting, always reaching for someone else. 

She had not told Nick about the party. She had said she was going to see Margo, which was true, and he had said he would stay with the children, which was kind, and she had kissed him on the cheek and walked out the door and driven down the lane with her hands tight on the steering wheel and her heart beating in her throat. 

She had not seen Dorian in four days. She was going to see him tonight. She was going to sit in his mother's house and eat her mother's food and talk to her mother about the summer, about Italy, about nothing, and he would be there, and she would have to look at him and not touch him, not speak to him, not let anyone see what was between them. 

She parked at the end of the lane. The house was lit up, cars lining the drive, the sound of music and laughter coming through the open windows. She sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel and her eyes on the house, and she thought about the last time she had been here, four days ago, four hundred years ago, when she had lain in his arms and told him she did not know how to stop. 

She still did not know how to stop. She was not sure she wanted to. 

She got out of the car. The air was cooler now, the first hint of autumn in the breeze that moved through the garden, and she walked up the path to the front door, and she did not knock, did not hesitate, simply pushed open the door and stepped inside. 

The house was transformed. The quiet kitchen where she had first kissed him was loud with voices, crowded with people she had known for years—neighbors, friends, the familiar faces of the valley. Margo was at the center of it, her arms open, her face bright, and she crossed the room when she saw Corinna and pulled her into a hug that was warm and fierce and smelled of the perfume she had worn for as long as Corinna had known her. 

"You're here," Margo said, holding her at arm's length. "You look wonderful. Different. Is it the pregnancy? You're glowing. You're absolutely glowing." 

Corinna smiled, and the smile was the smile she had practiced in the mirror, the smile that was not the smile she gave Dorian, was the smile she gave the world, the mask she wore when she needed to be the woman she was supposed to be. 

"Sixteen weeks," she said. "I'm starting to show." 

Margo's hand went to her belly, and Corinna felt the touch through her dress, felt the baby move, felt something shift in her chest. This was her friend. This was the woman who had painted her portrait, who had held her hand when she cried, who had trusted her with her son. 

"He's been good?" Margo said, her voice lower now, private. "Dorian? I know I asked you to check on him, and then the storm—I hope he wasn't too much trouble." 

Corinna's throat tightened. "He was fine. He was—he was good. He took care of himself. He didn't need me at all." 

Margo smiled. "He's a good boy. He's always been a good boy." She turned, her arm around Corinna's shoulders, pulling her into the room. "Come. Let me get you a drink. There's wine, but I have elderflower cordial, I know you like it—" 

"I'll get it," Corinna said. "I know where it is." 

She walked into the kitchen. The room was emptier than the others, the counters covered with food, the refrigerator open, and she stood at the counter with her back to the room and poured herself a glass of cordial and tried to steady her breathing, tried to calm her heart, tried to be the woman she was supposed to be. 

"You found it." 

His voice was behind her, close, closer than it should have been, and she turned and he was there, standing in the doorway of the kitchen, his body blocking the light from the hallway, his face half in shadow, his eyes on her. 

She had not seen him in four days. Four days of Nick's hands on her body, Nick's mouth on her skin, Nick's cock inside her. Four days of wanting him, of reaching for him in the dark, of lying beside her husband and pretending it was someone else. 

"You're here," she said. 

"I live here." 

She laughed. She could not help it. The absurdity of it, the ordinariness of it, the way he was standing in his mother's kitchen with a glass of wine in his hand and his shirt buttoned to the collar and his hair combed back from his face, looking like the boy she had known his whole life, looking like someone she had never seen before. 

He smiled, and the smile was the smile of the boy she had known, and it was also the smile of the man who had waited for her, who would have waited forever, who had known, from the first moment he saw her in the blue dress, that she was going to be his. 

"I've missed you," he said, and his voice was low, private, meant only for her. 

She looked at the doorway, at the hallway beyond, at the voices and the laughter and the life that was going on without them. No one was watching. No one was listening. They were alone in the kitchen, in the house where they had first kissed, where she had first taken off her dress and let him see her. 

"Four days," she said. "It feels like four years." 

He stepped closer. His hand was on her waist, light, barely there, and she felt it through her dress, through her skin, through the wanting that was always there, always waiting, always reaching for him. 

"My mother is in the next room," he said. "There are twenty people in this house. If anyone sees—" 

"I know." 

She should step back. She should move away, put the counter between them, be the woman she was supposed to be. She was not that woman. She was standing in his mother's kitchen with his hand on her waist and his voice in her ear and the wanting rising in her like a tide. 

He pulled her into the pantry. The door closed behind them, and the darkness was sudden, complete, the small space filled with the smell of herbs and onions and the warm, clean scent of him. His hands were on her face, her neck, her shoulders, and he kissed her, and the kiss was not the kiss of a boy who had been waiting for a woman, was the kiss of a man who had been waiting for four days, who had been watching her across a room full of people, who had been counting the minutes until he could have her alone. 

She kissed him back, her hands in his hair, his shoulders, his back, and she let him press her against the shelves, let him lift her onto the counter, let him push her dress up around her waist. His hand was between her thighs, his fingers finding her wet, finding her ready, and she gasped at the touch, at the wanting that was already there, that was always there. 

"Here?" she said. "Now? Your mother is in the next room. Your father. Everyone we know." 

He kissed her throat, her collarbone, the place where her pulse was beating against her skin. "I don't care. I don't care who knows. I don't care who sees. I need to be inside you. I need to feel you come. I need to know that you're mine." 

She should stop. She should push him away, fix her dress, walk back into the party and be the woman she was supposed to be. She was not that woman. She was sitting on his mother's counter with her dress around her waist and his hand between her thighs and the wanting building in her like a wave that was not going to break, that was going to keep building, keep rising, keep pushing her toward something she could not name. 

He unzipped his trousers, and she felt his cock against her, hard, ready, and he entered her in one motion, filling her, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out, her hands on his shoulders, her legs around his waist, her body already climbing, already rising, already reaching for the thing he was giving her. 

He moved quickly, urgently, his mouth on her throat to stifle the sounds she was making, his hands on her hips to hold her steady, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from the risk, the danger, the knowledge that anyone could walk through that door at any moment, could see them, could know. 

She came with her face pressed into his shoulder, her teeth in the fabric of his shirt, her body convulsing around him, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his mouth still on her throat. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back for four days. 

They stood in the darkness of the pantry, her legs still around his waist, his arms still around her, and she listened to his heart beat against her chest and felt the baby move and thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who fucked her lover in his mother's pantry while a party went on in the next room, the woman who did not know how to stop, the woman who was not sure she wanted to. 

"We have to go back," she said. "They'll notice. They'll wonder." 

He pulled out of her, and she felt the loss of him, the emptiness where he had been, and she slid off the counter and fixed her dress and smoothed her hair and tried to look like the woman who had walked into this kitchen ten minutes ago, the woman who was not that woman. 

He took her face in his hands and kissed her, softly, gently, a thing that was not urgent, was not desperate, was something else, something that was being discovered, something that was being made between them. 

"Go," he said. "I'll follow. I'll watch you walk across the room and I'll know that you're mine, that you were just mine, that you'll be mine again." 

She opened the door and stepped into the kitchen. The room was empty, the voices still coming from the sitting room, the music still playing, and she walked through the kitchen and into the hall and found Margo talking to a neighbor, and she smiled and took the glass of elderflower cordial that was offered to her and listened to the conversation and pretended that she had not just been fucked in the pantry by her friend's nineteen-year-old son. 

She stayed for two hours. She talked to people she had known for years, people who asked about the pregnancy, about Nick, about the children, and she answered them with the smile she had practiced, the voice she had perfected, the mask that was seamless, that was perfect, that no one could see through. 

Dorian was across the room. He was talking to his father, his hand on a glass of wine, his face turned toward her, and she felt his eyes on her, felt the wanting in them, the wanting that was the same as hers. No one noticed. No one looked at him and saw what she saw, no one looked at her and saw what she was, no one knew that she was standing in this room with his semen still inside her, with his marks on her skin, with his wanting in her blood. 

She left at nine. Margo hugged her at the door, told her to come again soon, to bring the children, to stay longer next time. Corinna promised she would, promised she would come back, and she walked out the door and down the path and got into her car and sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart beating in her chest. 

Her phone buzzed. She looked at it. His name on the screen: I watched you leave. I watched you walk away from me. I watched you get into your car. I'm going to watch you until I can't see you anymore. And then I'm going to lie in my bed and think about you until you come back to me. 

She stared at the words. She should not answer. She should put the phone down and drive back to Cwm Bryn and be the woman she was supposed to be. She was not that woman. She was the woman who had just been fucked in his mother's pantry, who was driving home with his semen still inside her, who was going to lie in her bed and think about him until she could see him again. 

She typed: I'm still wet. I can still feel you inside me. I can still taste you on my lips. I'm going to drive home and put the children to bed and lie in the dark and touch myself and pretend it's you. 

She sent the message. She put the phone in her bag and started the car and drove down the lane, and she did not look back, did not let herself look back, did not let herself see the house where he was standing in the window, watching her, waiting for her, wanting her. 

She drove back to Cwm Bryn. The house was dark except for the light in Ivy's room, the light that was always on, the light that marked the place where her daughter was waiting for her to come home. She parked the car and sat for a moment, her hands on the steering wheel, her body still humming with the memory of him. 

She got out of the car. She walked up the path to the front door, and she did not let herself think about what she had done, what she was doing, what she would do tomorrow. She thought about nothing at all. She opened the door, and the house was quiet, and she walked through the rooms that had been her home for ten years and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was already building, already growing, already becoming the thing that would carry her through the next hours until she could be with him again. 

She checked on Theo. He was sleeping, his face smooth, his hand curled under his cheek, his breathing even. She stood in the doorway and looked at him, and she tried to feel something—guilt, shame, anything—and she felt nothing except the wanting, the constant, low hum of wanting that had become the only thing she could feel. 

She went to her room. She undressed and lay in the dark with her hand on her belly, and she felt the baby move, and she thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who had fucked her lover in his mother's pantry while a party went on in the next room, the woman who had driven home with his semen still inside her, the woman who was going to touch herself in the dark and pretend it was him. 

She put her hand between her thighs. She was wet, still wet, and she touched herself slowly, thinking about him, about the pantry, about the way he had entered her without asking, without waiting, without giving her time to say no. She touched herself and thought about his hands on her body, his mouth on her throat, his cock inside her, and she felt the pleasure building, rising, cresting, and she came with his name on her lips, her body arching off the bed, her voice filling the room. 

She lay in the aftermath, her hand still between her thighs, her body still humming, and she thought about what she had become. She had touched herself thinking about him, had come in her bed, alone, with her children sleeping down the hall and her husband's pillow beside her and the taste of him still on her lips. 

She was not going to stop. She did not know how. 

Chapter 14: The Morning 

She arrived at The Old Forge before he was awake.

Margo had driven to London the day before to see Thomas's sister, a trip planned before she'd even returned from Italy. The house would be empty until Monday. Corinna let herself in with the key she had taken from his mother's hook weeks ago, the key she had not told him about, the key that meant she could come to him whenever she wanted, that she did not have to wait for him to let her in.

She moved through the house silently, her shoes in her hand, her dress—the blue one, the one she had worn the first time she stood on the terrace and watched him swim—brushing against her thighs. She knew the floorboards that creaked, the stairs that groaned, the door to his room that stuck if you did not lift it just slightly. She had learned this house the way she was learning his body, the way she was learning herself, the way she was learning the woman she was becoming.

His room was dark, the curtains drawn, the air warm and close. He was lying on his side, his face turned away from the door, his breathing deep and even, his body curved into the shape of sleep. She stood in the doorway and looked at him, at the line of his spine, the curve of his shoulder, the dark hair that fell across his forehead.

She crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under her weight, and he stirred, his hand reaching for her, his voice rough with sleep. "Corinna."

"I'm here."

He turned onto his back, his eyes opening, finding her face in the grey light. He looked at her for a long moment, and she watched him wake, watched the awareness come into his eyes, the wanting, the hunger that was always there, that was always waiting for her.

"You're early," he said.

"I couldn't sleep. I kept thinking about you. About last night. About the pantry. About the way you looked at me across the room, and the way no one knew, and the way I drove home with you still inside me."

He reached for her, his hand on her thigh, his fingers tracing the hem of her dress. "You're wearing the blue dress."

"You noticed."

"I notice everything about you. I notice the way you walk, the way you move, the way your body changes. I notice the way you look at me when you think I'm not watching. I notice the way your breathing changes when I touch you."

She leaned down and kissed him, and the kiss was soft, slow, a thing that was not urgent, was not desperate, was something else, something that was being discovered, something that was being made between them. His hands were on her face, her neck, her shoulders, and he pulled her down beside him, and she lay against him, her body fitting into the curve of his, her face in his throat, her hand on his chest.

"What time is it?" he asked.

"Six. Maybe seven. I don't know. I left before the children were awake. Ivy sleeps until noon when she can. Theo won't wake for another hour. I have time."

He turned her onto her back and propped himself on his elbow, looking down at her. The light was stronger now, coming through the curtains, and she could see his face clearly, the wanting in his eyes, the hunger that was not only for her body, was for her, was for the woman she was becoming.

"Time for what?" he asked.

She reached for him, her hand on his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw, the shape of his mouth, the wanting that was written there. "Time to be with you. Time to let you touch me. Time to let you taste me. Time to let you be inside me. Time to forget everything except this."

He kissed her, and the kiss was deep, slow, a thing that was not hurried, was not urgent, was something that was being savored, something that was being remembered. His hands were on her body, her breasts through the fabric of her dress, her belly, her thighs, and she lay beneath him and let him touch her, let him explore her, let him learn her the way he was learning her, the way no one had ever learned her.

He pulled her dress over her head and dropped it on the floor, and she lay naked beneath him, her body open to him, her wanting open to him, her self open to him. He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes moving over her face, her throat, her breasts, her belly, the place between her thighs that was already wet, already ready, already wanting him.

"Every time I see you," he said, "I think I can't want you more, and then I see you again, and I want you more. I want you more than I've ever wanted anything."

She pulled him down to her, and she kissed him, and she felt his body against hers, the warmth of him, the weight of him, the wanting that was the same as hers. His mouth moved down her body—her throat, her collarbone, her breasts, her belly—and she lay beneath him and let him taste her, let him worship her, let him claim her.

His mouth found her nipple, and she gasped, her body arching into him, her hands in his hair. He sucked her slowly, his tongue circling, his teeth grazing, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his mouth, was from the slowness, the deliberateness, the way he was taking his time, the way he was making her wait.

He moved lower, his mouth tracing the curve of her belly, the place where her child was growing, and he pressed his lips to her skin, and she felt the kiss through her flesh, through the walls of her womb, through the life that was growing inside her. He looked up at her, and his eyes were the colour of the sky before the storm, and she saw in them something that was not only wanting, was something else, something that she recognized now, something that had been growing in him for four years.

He moved lower. His hands pushed her thighs apart, and his mouth found her, his tongue on her clitoris, and she cried out, her body arching off the bed, her hands in his hair, her thighs closing around his head. He held her open, his hands on her thighs, his mouth on her, and she felt the pleasure building, rising, cresting, and she came with a cry, her body convulsing, her hands pulling his hair, her voice filling the room.

He did not stop. His tongue moved inside her, tasting her, and she felt the pleasure building again, faster this time, the sensitivity of her body still heightened from the first orgasm, the wanting that was not satisfied, that was only growing. He added his fingers, two of them, sliding inside her, and she felt herself stretching around them, felt the fullness of them, felt the pressure building in her.

She came again, her body shaking, her voice breaking, and he held her through it, his mouth still on her, his fingers still inside her, his body pressed against hers.

He moved up her body, his mouth finding hers, and she tasted herself on his lips, and she kissed him, and she wanted more, wanted him inside her, wanted to feel him fill her.

He positioned himself between her thighs, and she felt his cock against her, hard, ready, and she wanted him.

He entered her slowly. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it, let herself be held by it.

He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body, and she felt the pleasure building in her.

"You're so wet," he said. "I can feel you. I can feel how much you want me."

She did not answer. She could not answer. She could only feel him inside her, feel him moving, feel the wanting building in her.

"I want to feel you come," he said. "I want to feel you come around me. I want to feel your body take me. I want to feel you lose yourself."

She came. The wave broke, her body arching, her hands clutching his shoulders, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his mouth still on her.

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back.

They lay in the silence of the bedroom, the light stronger now, the morning giving way to the day, and she lay in his arms with his semen still inside her and his hand on her belly and his heart beating against her chest.

"You came before dawn," he said. "You left your children alone in the house."

"Ivy is there. She's fourteen. She can watch Theo for an hour. She's been watching him for years."

"That's not what I meant."

She knew what he meant. She had left her children alone in the house to drive to him, to lie in his bed, to let him fill her. She had left them alone because she could not wait, because the wanting had been building in her since she left the party last night, because she had touched herself in the dark and it had not been enough, because only he was enough.

"I know," she said. "I know what I'm doing. I know what I'm risking. I know what I'm losing. I don't care. I can't care. I can't think about anything except you. I can't think about anything except the next time I'm going to be with you."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "Is that what you want? To be with me? To be here? To be this woman?"

She turned onto her side and looked at him. His face was serious, the wanting still there, the hunger that was always there, but something else too.

"What woman is that?" she asked.

"The woman who leaves her children in the dark to drive to a nineteen-year-old boy. The woman who fucks her lover in his mother's pantry while a party goes on in the next room. The woman who lies in his bed and lets him do whatever he wants to her. The woman who doesn't care what anyone thinks. The woman who doesn't care what she's losing."

She looked at him for a long moment. She thought about the woman she had been before the summer, before the blue dress, before the pool, before the storm. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who did not know how to stop.

"Yes," she said. "That's the woman I want to be. That's the woman I am."

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow.

"I have to go," she said. "Theo will be waking up. Ivy will be wondering where I am."

He did not let her go. His arms were around her, his face in her hair, his body pressed against hers. "Stay. Stay a little longer. Stay until you have to go. Stay with me."

She closed her eyes. She thought about the house at Cwm Bryn, about Theo waking up, about Ivy making herself breakfast, about the life she had built and the life she was destroying.

She opened her eyes. "One more hour. Then I have to go."

He pulled her against him, and she lay in his arms and listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about nothing at all.

Chapter 15: The Afternoon 

She came to him on a Thursday when the heat had settled back into the valley after three days of rain. Margo had gone to Cheltenham with Thomas to look at a gallery space he was considering for a project. They wouldn't be back until late. It was a risk—a greater risk than the cottage, which they had started using when the friend first offered it—but she had been craving the familiar walls of The Old Forge, the room where it had all begun.

She had told Nick she was taking the children to the river, which was true, and then she had left them there—Theo splashing in the shallows with a net, Ivy stretched out on the bank with a book she was not reading—and driven the three miles to his house with the windows down and her dress sticking to her thighs and the wanting already a physical thing inside her.

He was not waiting for her in the bedroom. She found him in the garden, kneeling by the border where his mother's roses grew, his hands in the soil, his shirt off, his back to her. She stood on the terrace and watched him for a moment, watched the muscles move beneath his skin as he worked, watched the sweat on his shoulders catch the light.

He did not hear her approach. She stood close enough to see the dirt under his fingernails, the small scars on his knuckles, the way his breathing changed when he realized she was there.

"You're supposed to be at the river," he said without looking up.

"The children are at the river. I'm here."

He sat back on his heels and looked at her. His face was flushed from the heat, his hair damp, his chest slick with sweat. She had seen him like this before—naked, aroused, coming apart beneath her hands—but she had not seen him like this, ordinary, working, his hands in the soil of his mother's garden.

"I like watching you," she said. "When you don't know I'm watching."

He stood, brushing dirt from his knees, and crossed the space between them. His hands, still dirty, found her waist, and she felt the grit of soil through the thin fabric of her dress.

"I like knowing you're watching," he said.

He kissed her, and she tasted salt on his lips, the sweat of the afternoon, the earth from the garden. His hands moved up her back, leaving traces of soil on her dress, and she did not care, did not care about anything except the heat of him, the weight of him, the wanting that had been building in her for three days.

He pulled her dress over her head and let it fall on the grass. She stood before him in the underwear she had chosen—the same blue set, the one he liked, the one that made her feel like someone else—and he looked at her, his eyes moving over her body, the dirt on his hands, the wanting in his face.

"I want to try something," he said. "Something I've been thinking about."

She stood before him, her body open to him, her wanting open to him. "What?"

He turned her around, his hands on her shoulders, her waist, her hips, and she felt him behind her, his chest against her back, his cock pressing against her through his jeans, his mouth at her ear.

"Bend over. Put your hands on the bench. I want to see you. I want to see all of you. I want to see what you look like when I'm inside you from behind."

She walked to the stone bench at the edge of the terrace and bent over, her hands on the warm stone, her back arched, her weight on her arms. She heard him move behind her, heard his belt unbuckle, his jeans fall, felt his hands on her hips, her thighs, the curve of her buttocks. He spread her open, and she felt the air on her skin, felt his breath on her, felt his fingers tracing the place where she was wet, where she was ready.

"I've wanted to see you like this since the first day I saw you," he said. "Since you stood on the terrace and watched me swim. I've wanted to see you bent over, open for me, waiting for me."

She pushed back against him, her hips seeking him, her wanting a thing that was not patient, was not waiting, was a thing that needed him, needed him now.

He entered her from behind. The feeling was different from the other positions—deeper, fuller, a thing that pressed against her in ways she had not felt before. She cried out at the sensation of him, at the way he filled her, at the way he was taking her, claiming her, making her his.

His hands were on her hips, holding her steady, and he moved inside her, his rhythm slow at first, then faster, harder, a thing that was building, that was rising, that was pushing her toward something she could not name.

"Look at you," he said. "Look at the way you take me. Look at the way your body opens for me. You're mine like this. You're mine when I fuck you from behind. You're mine when you come for me."

She came with a cry, her body convulsing around him, her hands clutching the stone bench, her voice filling the garden. He held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her hips, his body still pressing against hers.

He did not stop. He kept moving, kept pushing, kept filling her, and she felt the pleasure building again, faster this time, the sensitivity of her body still heightened from the first orgasm.

"You're going to come again," he said. "I can feel it. I can feel you tightening around me. I can feel you climbing. Come again. Come for me again."

She came again, her body arching, her voice breaking, and she felt him come with her, felt the pulse of him inside her, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back.

He collapsed against her, his face in her hair, his breath coming in ragged gasps, and she held him, her body still trembling, her mind empty, her body full.

They lay on the grass afterward, the afternoon light falling across them, the heat of the day pressing against the garden. She lay on her stomach, her face turned to the side, her hair spread across the grass, and he lay beside her, his hand on her back, tracing the curve of her spine, the swell of her buttocks, the place where he had been inside her.

"I've been thinking about something," he said.

She turned her head to look at him. His face was serious, the wanting still there, the hunger that was always there, but something else too.

"What?"

"Your husband. Nick. When he's here. When he's with you. When he touches you. I think about it. I can't stop thinking about it. I think about him in your bed. I think about his hands on your body. I think about his mouth on your skin. I think about him inside you."

She did not speak. She lay on the grass and looked at him, and she felt something move in her chest, something that was not guilt, was not shame, was something else.

"I think about you saying his name," he said. "I think about you coming for him. I think about you being his wife, his woman. And I want to kill him. I want to kill him for having you. I want to kill him for being the one who gets to wake up next to you."

She sat up, pulling her knees to her chest, and looked at him. His face was flushed, his eyes bright, his hands clenched at his sides.

"You can't say things like that," she said. "You can't think things like that. He's my husband. He's the father of my children."

"He's the man who has you. The man who doesn't know what he has. The man who doesn't know that you come to me. That you let me fuck you. That you come for me the way you never come for him."

She should have been angry. She was not angry. She was sitting on the grass with his semen still inside her and her husband's name on his lips, and she felt something that was not anger, was not guilt, was something else, something that was waking in her.

"Don't," she said. "Don't talk about him. Don't think about him. When you're with me, I'm yours. When you're with me, he doesn't exist. There's only this. There's only us."

He reached for her, his hand on her face, his thumb tracing her lips, and she let him touch her, let him hold her.

"I want to fuck you again," he said. "I want to fuck you from behind again. I want to watch you come. I want to watch you lose yourself. I want to watch you become mine."

She turned onto her hands and knees on the grass, her body open to him. He moved behind her, his hands on her hips, his cock pressing against her, and he entered her again.

He moved slowly at first, his hands on her hips, his eyes on her body, and she looked back at him over her shoulder, watched him watch her, watched the wanting in his face.

"Harder," she said. "Fuck me harder. I want to feel you. I want to feel you tomorrow. I want to feel you when I'm with him. I want to feel you when I'm in his bed. I want to feel you when I'm pretending it's you."

He fucked her harder, his hips driving into hers, his hands tight on her hips, and she felt the pleasure building in her.

She came with a cry, her body convulsing around him, her hands clutching the grass, her voice filling the garden, and he came with her, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck.

Afterward, they lay in the tangled grass, the light fading, the afternoon giving way to evening. She lay with her head on his chest, her hand on his stomach, her legs tangled with his, and she listened to his heart and felt the baby move.

"I have to go," she said. "The children. I left them at the river. I have to go back. I have to take them home. I have to make dinner. I have to be the woman I'm supposed to be."

He did not let her go. His arms were around her, his face in her hair. "Don't go. Stay. Stay with me. Be with me. Be the woman you are. Not the woman you're supposed to be."

She closed her eyes. She thought about the river, about Theo splashing in the shallows, about Ivy stretched out on the bank with her book. She thought about the woman she was supposed to be, the woman who took her children to the river and made them dinner and tucked them into bed. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who lay in her lover's arms on the grass with his semen still inside her.

She opened her eyes. "One more hour. Then I have to go."

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her.

She lay in his arms and listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about nothing at all.

Chapter 16: The Window 

He watched her leave. 

It had become a ritual, these last weeks of summer—standing at the window of his bedroom, watching her cross the garden, watching her get into her car, watching her drive down the lane until the trees swallowed her and she was gone. He stood there now, the glass cool against his forehead, his body still warm from hers, his skin still marked with the places she had bitten him when she came. 

She was gone. The house was empty. The afternoon light was fading, the shadows lengthening across the garden, and he stood at the window and thought about her and thought about her husband and thought about the thing he had told her, the thing he had not meant to say, the thing that was true. 

He wanted to kill Nick Preece. He wanted to take the man who had her, who woke beside her, who touched her, who fucked her, and he wanted to erase him from the world. He wanted to be the one who woke beside her. He wanted to be the one who touched her. He wanted to be the one she came home to. 

He turned from the window and looked at the bed, the sheets tangled, the pillows where her head had been, the faint scent of her still in the air. He crossed the room and lay down on her side of the bed, his face in the pillow where her face had been, and he breathed her in—the scent of her skin, her hair, the particular sweetness of her that he had learned over these weeks, that he knew better than he knew anything. 

She was twenty-one years older than him. She was married. She was pregnant with another man's child. She was his mother's best friend. She was everything he should not want, everything he should not have, everything he should walk away from and never look back. 

He could not walk away. He could not look back. He could only stand at the window and watch her leave and wait for her to come back. 

He thought about her constantly. It was not a choice. It was the way his mind worked now, the way his days were structured around her, the way his body responded to her even when she was not there. He would wake in the morning and reach for her, and she would not be there, and he would lie in the grey light with his hand on his cock and think about her and come with her name on his lips and then lie in the silence and wait for the hours to pass until she came to him. 

He thought about her when he swam, when he ate, when he sat in the kitchen with a book he was not reading. He thought about her when his mother called him to dinner, when his father asked about his plans for the autumn, when the neighbors stopped him on the lane to ask about the summer, about university, about the girl they assumed he was seeing. 

There was no girl. There was only her. There was only Corinna. There was only the woman who came to him in the afternoons, who took off her dress, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her, who left him with nothing but the memory of her and the waiting for her to come back. 

He thought about the way she had looked today, bent over the bench in the garden, her back arched, her body open to him. He had wanted that for so long, had imagined it a hundred times, a thousand times, in the years before she came to him, in the nights when he had touched himself and pretended it was her. He had imagined her from behind, her hair falling across her shoulders, her hands on the stone, her voice breaking when he entered her. 

The reality had been nothing like the imagining. The reality had been her, the weight of her, the heat of her, the way she had pushed back against him, the way she had said fuck me harder, the way she had come with his name on her lips. The reality had been her, and he had not been able to get enough of her, would never be able to get enough of her, would spend the rest of his life wanting her and never, ever have enough. 

His mother found him in the garden at dusk. She came out with a glass of wine in her hand, her painting smock still on, her hair loose around her face. She sat beside him on the bench that looked out over the valley, the same bench where he had sat with Corinna, where he had told her about the years he had waited, the years he had wanted her. 

"You're quiet," Margo said. "You've been quiet all week. Is something wrong?" 

He looked at his mother. She was beautiful, he had always known that, had heard it from other people his whole life, but he had never thought about it the way he thought about Corinna's beauty. His mother was the woman who had raised him, who had taught him to read, who had held him when he cried, who had let him go when he needed to go. She was the woman who had trusted her best friend to check on him, who had no idea what had happened in the weeks she was away, who would never know, could never know. 

"I'm fine," he said. "Just thinking about things." 

"What things?" 

He looked out at the valley, at the lights beginning to come on in the farms across the fields, at the first stars appearing in the sky. He thought about Corinna in her house at Cwm Bryn, making dinner for her children, tucking them into bed, lying beside her husband and thinking about him. 

"University," he said. "Whether I want to go. Whether I'm ready. Whether I should wait another year." 

Margo was quiet for a moment. Then she said, "Is there someone keeping you here? Someone you don't want to leave?" 

His heart stopped. He looked at his mother, and for a moment he thought she knew, thought she had seen something, thought she had guessed the thing he had been hiding for weeks. 

"No," he said. "There's no one." 

Margo looked at him for a long moment. He could see her thinking, could see her trying to read him the way she had always been able to read him, the way mothers could read their children. 

"You've been different this summer," she said. "I noticed it when I came back. You're quieter, but it's not the quiet of someone who's unhappy. It's the quiet of someone who's thinking about something. Someone who's waiting for something." 

He did not answer. He could not answer. He sat beside his mother and looked out at the valley and thought about the woman who was three miles away, in her house, with her children, with her husband, and he waited for the words to come, the words that would explain everything, the words that would explain nothing. 

"I met someone," he said. The words came out before he could stop them. He looked at his mother, at her face in the fading light, at the curiosity in her eyes, the hope, the fear. 

"Who?" 

He could not tell her. He could not tell her that the woman he had met was her best friend, was the woman she had known for fifteen years, was the woman she had trusted to check on him, to keep him safe, to be the person she thought she was. He could not tell her that he had been fucking Corinna Preece in her bed, in her kitchen, in her garden, that he had been inside her a hundred times, a thousand times, that he had made her come on her hands and knees with her face in his mother's pillows. 

"Someone," he said. "I don't want to talk about it." 

Margo reached for his hand, and he let her take it, let her hold it, let her be the mother who wanted to protect him, who wanted to keep him safe, who had no idea what he had become. 

"Whoever she is," Margo said, "I hope she knows how lucky she is. I hope she knows what she has." 

He pulled his hand away. He stood up, the bench cold beneath him, the night closing in around them. 

"She knows," he said. "She knows." 

He walked back to the house, his mother's voice behind him, calling his name, and he did not turn around, did not look back, did not let her see his face. 

He lay in his bed that night, the windows open, the curtains moving in the breeze, and he thought about her. He thought about her in her house, in her bed, with her husband beside her. He thought about his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin, his cock inside her. He thought about her saying his name, the way she said it when she came, the way she said it when he was inside her, the way she said it when she was his. 


He put his hand on his cock. He was hard, always hard for her, always wanting her, always needing her. He touched himself slowly, thinking about her, about the way she had looked today, bent over the bench in the garden, her back arched, her body open to him. He thought about the sounds she made when he entered her, the way she said harder, the way she said fuck me, the way she said his name when she came. 

He thought about her husband. He thought about Nick Preece in her bed, his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin, his cock inside her. He thought about her saying his name, the way she said it when she came, the way she said it when she was his, the way she said it when she was not his, was never his, was always someone else's. 

He came with a groan, his body arching, his hand tight on his cock, her name on his lips. He lay in the aftermath, his hand still wet, his body still trembling, and he looked at the window, at the darkness beyond, at the lights of Cwm Bryn visible through the trees, the light in the bedroom where she was sleeping, where she was lying beside her husband, where she was not his, would never be his, could never be his. 

He thought about the woman she was, the woman who came to him in the afternoons, who took off her dress, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her. He thought about the woman she was with her husband, the woman who made dinner and tucked her children into bed and answered his calls and told him she loved him. He thought about the woman she was with him, the woman who said fuck me harder, the woman who came on her hands and knees, the woman who was his, who was only his, who was his in the ways she would never be her husband's. 

He closed his eyes. He thought about the man he was becoming, the man who stood at the window and watched her leave, the man who lay in his bed and touched himself and thought about her, the man who wanted to kill her husband, who wanted to be her husband, who wanted to be the father of her children. 

He opened his eyes. The light was still on at Cwm Bryn, the light in her bedroom, the light where she was lying beside her husband, the light where she was not his, would never be his, could never be his. 

He watched the light until it went out, and then he lay in the dark and listened to the valley and waited for the morning, waited for the hours to pass, waited for her to come back to him. 

Chapter 17: The Gift 

She found the bottle in the drawer beside his bed, hidden beneath a stack of t-shirts. Margo had driven to Bristol for the day to see a gallery opening—a rare trip, a gift of timing that meant the house was empty until evening. She held the bottle in her hands and looked at it for a long time before he came back from the kitchen. 

He came into the room with two glasses of water, and he stopped when he saw her sitting on the edge of the bed, the bottle in her hands. His face changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening, becoming something that was almost hunger. 

"You found it," he said. 

She looked up at him. Her heart was beating faster than it should, her palms damp, her thighs pressed together. She had been thinking about this for days, had been touching herself in the dark and imagining it, had been reading about it on her phone in the hours when she was alone, when the children were asleep, when Nick was in Painswick and she could let herself want what she was going to let him do to her. 

"I want to," she said. "I want you to. I've been thinking about it. About what you said. About what it would feel like. About what it would be like to have you there, inside me, the way no one has ever been inside me." 

He crossed the room and knelt in front of her, his hands on her thighs, his face level with hers. "Are you sure? You don't have to. We don't have to. I don't want you to do anything you're not ready for. I don't want you to do anything you don't want." 

She put her hand on his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw, the shape of his mouth, the wanting that was written there. "I want to. I want you to be the one. I want you to be the first. I want you to be the only one who has ever been there. I want you to give me something no one else has ever given me." 

He kissed her, and the kiss was soft, slow, a thing that was not urgent, was not desperate, was something else, something that was being discovered, something that was being made between them. His hands were on her shoulders, her arms, her hands, and he pulled her down beside him on the bed, and she lay against him, her body fitting into the curve of his, her face in his throat, her hand on his chest. 

"We'll go slow," he said. "As slow as you need. If you want to stop, we stop. If you want to wait, we wait. If you want to try another time, we try another time. This is yours. This is for you. I want you to feel everything. I want you to feel good. I want you to feel safe." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had never let anyone touch her there, who had never wanted anyone to touch her there, who had closed that part of herself off from everyone, from Nick, from the men before Nick, from herself. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who lay in her lover's bed and let him touch her everywhere, who wanted him to touch her everywhere, who wanted him to be the one who opened her, who wanted him to be the one who gave her something no one else had ever given her. 

"Show me," she said. "Show me what it feels like. Show me what it feels like to be opened by you." 

He turned her onto her stomach, her face in the pillows, her arms above her head, her body stretched out beneath him. She heard him open the bottle, heard the sound of it in his hands, felt the cool slickness of it on her skin, his fingers tracing the place where he was going to go, the place no one had ever gone. 

He started with her clitoris, his fingers circling it slowly, building the pleasure in her, making her wet, making her ready. She moaned into the pillows, her hips moving against his hand, the wanting building in her, the wanting that was always there, that was always waiting for him. 

"You're so wet," he said. "I can feel you. I can feel how much you want me. I can feel how much you need me." 

She pushed back against his hand, wanting more, wanting him, wanting the thing he was going to give her. His fingers moved lower, circling the tight ring of muscle that no one had ever touched, and she felt her body tense, felt the fear rise in her, felt the wanting warring with the fear. 

"Relax," he said. "Breathe. Let me in. Let me show you what it feels like. Let me give you something no one else has ever given you." 

She breathed. She let the air fill her lungs, let her body soften, let the fear dissolve into something that was not fear, was something else, was trust, was wanting, was him. She felt his finger press against her, felt the resistance, felt her body open for him, and she gasped at the sensation of it, the strangeness of it, the way it was not pain, was not pleasure, was something else, something she had never felt before. 

He moved slowly, his finger sliding in and out, and she felt her body opening to him, felt the resistance giving way, felt herself becoming something she had not been before. His other hand was on her clitoris, his fingers circling it, building the pleasure in her, and she felt herself climbing, rising, reaching for something she had never reached before. 

He added a second finger, and she felt the stretch of it, the fullness of it, and she breathed into it, let herself feel it, let herself want it. He moved inside her, his fingers sliding, stretching, preparing her, and his mouth was on her back, her shoulders, her neck, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his fingers, was from his mouth, his hands, his body against hers. 

"Now," she said. "I want you inside me. Now." 

He removed his fingers, and she heard him open the bottle again, felt the cool slickness of the lubricant on her skin, felt him behind her, the tip of his cock pressing against her, and she breathed, let herself open, let herself take him. 

He entered her slowly. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he was filling her in a place no one had ever filled her, and she cried out at the sensation of it, the strangeness of it, the way it was not pain, was not pleasure, was something else, was everything. He moved slowly, his hands on her hips, his body pressed against hers, and she felt herself opening for him, becoming something for him, becoming the woman who lay in her lover's bed and let him take her where no one had ever taken her. 

"More," she said. "I want more." 

He pushed deeper, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his fingers on her clitoris, was from the wanting that had been building for weeks, was from the thing she was becoming, the woman she had never been before. She came with a cry, her body convulsing around him, her hands clutching the pillows, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his fingers still on her, his body pressed against hers. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her hips, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. 

She lay beneath him, her body trembling, her mind empty, her body full, and she did not move, did not want to move, did not want to lose the feeling of him inside her, the completeness of being filled by him in a place no one had ever filled her. 

He pulled out slowly, and she felt the loss of him, the emptiness where he had been, and she turned onto her side and looked at him, at his face, at the wanting that was still there, that would always be there. 

"Are you okay?" he asked. "Did I hurt you?" 

She shook her head. "You didn't hurt me. You gave me something. Something I didn't know I wanted. Something I didn't know I needed." 

He lay beside her and pulled her against him, his arm around her, his hand on her belly, and she felt the baby move, felt the flutter of it, the presence of it, the life that was growing inside her even as she was becoming someone new. 

"I want to do that again," she said. "Not today. But soon. I want to feel you there again. I want to know what it feels like when I'm not afraid of it. When I know what to expect. When I can want it without wondering." 

He kissed her forehead. "Whenever you want. However you want. I'll give you anything you want. Anything." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about what she wanted. She wanted him. She wanted this. She wanted to lie in his arms with his semen still inside her, in the place where no one had ever been, and the wanting that was not satisfied, that would never be satisfied, that would only grow. She wanted to be the woman who drove down the lane to him, who took off her dress and let him see her, who let him touch her in places no one had ever touched her. She wanted to be that woman. She was that woman. She had been that woman for weeks, for years, for her whole life, and she was only just beginning to understand what that meant. 

She opened her eyes. The light was fading, the afternoon giving way to evening, and she knew she should go, should drive back to Cwm Bryn before Ivy began to wonder, before Theo needed her, before the mask slipped and someone saw what she had become. 

"Stay," he said, as if he could read her thoughts. "Stay until dark. Stay with me a little longer." 

She should go. She should get up and dress and drive back down the lane and be the woman she was supposed to be. She was not that woman. She was lying in his arms with his semen still inside her in the place where no one had ever been, and the wanting was still there, still growing, still becoming something that would consume them both. 

"Until dark," she said. "Then I have to go." 

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she closed her eyes and let the darkness come, let the valley grow quiet, let the woman she had been slip away into the twilight. 

Chapter 18: The Addiction 

She woke in the grey light of dawn with her hand already between her thighs. 

Margo was away for the weekend—a painting retreat in the Cotswolds with friends. The house at The Old Forge was empty, and she had driven down the lane before first light, unable to wait another hour, the wanting already a physical thing inside her. 

This was new. This was something that had started in the weeks since she had first gone to him, since she had first let him touch her, since she had first become the woman who drove down the lane and took off her dress and let him do whatever he wanted to her. She would wake in the dark, before the children, before the sun, and her body would already be wet, already ready, already wanting. She would touch herself slowly, thinking about him, about the way he felt inside her, about the sounds he made when he came, and she would come with his name on her lips and then lie in the silence and wait for the hours to pass until she could be with him again. 

She touched herself now, her fingers circling her clitoris, her eyes closed, her breathing slow. She thought about yesterday, about the way he had entered her from behind in the garden, about the way he had said you're mine, about the way she had come with his name on her lips. She thought about the way he had looked at her when she took off her dress, the hunger in his eyes, the wanting that was the same as hers. She thought about the way he had touched her, the way he had tasted her, the way he had filled her. 

She came with a gasp, her body arching, her hand pressed against her mouth, and she lay in the aftermath, her hand still between her thighs, her body still humming, and she thought about what she had become. 

She had become someone who touched herself in the dark, thinking about a nineteen-year-old boy. She had become someone who drove to his house in the afternoons and let him fuck her in his mother's bed. She had become someone who had let him put his cock in her ass, who had come with him inside her there, who had lain in his arms afterward and felt nothing but the wanting that was already building again. 

She had become an addict. There was no other word for it. She was addicted to him, to the way he made her feel, to the way he looked at her, to the way he touched her, to the way he filled her. She was addicted to the secrecy, to the risk, to the knowledge that she was doing something she should not be doing, something that could destroy everything she had built, and she could not stop, did not want to stop, would not stop. 

She got out of bed and went to the bathroom. She stood under the shower, the water hot against her skin, and she washed the evidence of her wanting from her body, and she thought about the day ahead, about the hours she would wait, about the moment when she would drive down the lane and see his car in the drive and know that she was going to have him again. 

She went to him that afternoon. She told Nick she was going to the village, that she needed to pick up some things for dinner, that she would be back in an hour. He was on the terrace, reading, and he looked up and smiled and said take your time, and she kissed him on the cheek and walked out the door and drove down the lane with her hands tight on the steering wheel and her heart beating in her throat. 

He was waiting for her in the kitchen. He was standing at the counter, a glass of water in his hand, and he looked up when she walked in, and his face changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening, becoming something that was almost hunger. 

"You're here," he said. 

She crossed the room and took the glass from his hand and set it on the counter, and she kissed him, and the kiss was deep, urgent, a thing that had been building for the hours since she left him yesterday, for the nights she had lain beside her husband and pretended it was him, for the mornings she had touched herself in the dark and thought about him. 

"I need to tell you something," she said, pulling back. "Something I've been thinking about." 

He looked at her, his hands on her waist, his thumbs tracing the curve of her belly. "What?" 

She took a breath. She had been thinking about this for days, had been turning it over in her mind, had been trying to find the words for it, the words that would explain what she was feeling, what she was becoming. 

"I'm addicted to you," she said. "To this. To the way you make me feel. To the way you touch me. To the way you fuck me. To the way you look at me. To the way you say my name when you come. I think about you all the time. I think about you when I'm with my children. I think about you when I'm with my husband. I think about you when I'm in the shower, when I'm making dinner, when I'm lying in bed at night. I think about you when I touch myself. I think about you when I come. I think about you when I'm with him, when he's inside me, when I'm pretending it's you." 

His hands tightened on her waist. His breathing changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening, becoming something that was almost pain. 

"I can't stop," she said. "I don't want to stop. I don't know how to stop. I don't know who I am without this. I don't know who I am without you." 

He kissed her. He kissed her with a hunger that matched hers, a wanting that was the same as hers, and she felt it in his hands, in his mouth, in the way he was pulling her against him, in the way he was already hard, already ready, already wanting her. 

"You're not going to stop," he said. "You're not going to stop because I'm not going to let you stop. You're mine. You've always been mine. You just didn't know it. And I'm not going to let you go. I'm not going to let you be the woman you were before. I'm not going to let you go back to him and pretend that this didn't happen. I'm not going to let you forget who you are. Who you've become." 

He pulled her dress over her head and dropped it on the floor, and she stood before him naked, her body open to him, her wanting open to him, her self open to him. He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes moving over her face, her throat, her breasts, her belly, the place between her thighs that was already wet, already ready, already wanting him. 

"You want to know what I think about?" he said. "I think about you when I wake up. I think about you when I go to sleep. I think about you when I'm in the shower, when I'm eating, when I'm reading, when I'm doing anything. I think about you when I touch myself. I think about you when I come. I think about you when I'm in this house, in this room, in this bed, waiting for you to come to me." 

He picked her up and carried her to the bedroom, and he laid her on the bed and knelt between her thighs, and he looked at her, and she looked at him, and the wanting was a thing that filled the room, that filled the house, that filled the whole valley. 

"I think about the way you look when you come," he said. "I think about the sounds you make. I think about the way your body moves. I think about the way you say my name. I think about the way you taste. I think about the way you feel around me. I think about the way you open for me. I think about the way you take me. I think about the way you're mine." 

He entered her, and she felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely. He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his words, from his wanting, from the thing they were making together. 

"I think about the way you look when you're on your hands and knees," he said. "I think about the way you look when you're on top of me. I think about the way you look when you're beneath me. I think about the way you look when you're coming. I think about the way you look when you're full of me." 

She came with a cry, her body arching, her hands in his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his mouth still on her. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. 

Afterward, she lay in his arms with his semen still inside her and his hand on her belly and his heart beating against her chest, and she thought about what she had said, what she had admitted, what she had become. 

"I'm not going to stop," she said. "I can't stop. I don't want to stop." 

He kissed her forehead. "Then don't. Just don't." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had never let anyone touch her the way he touched her, the woman who had never wanted anyone the way she wanted him, the woman who had never been anyone's the way she was his. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who drove down the lane to him, who took off her dress and let him see her, who let him touch her in places no one had ever touched her, who let him be inside her in ways no one had ever been inside her. 

She opened her eyes. The light was fading, the afternoon giving way to evening, and she knew she should go, should drive back to Cwm Bryn before the children began to wonder, before the mask slipped, before someone saw what she had become. 

She did not move. She lay in his arms with his semen still inside her and his hand on her belly and the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, and she did not move. 

"I want to tell you something," she said. "Something I've never told anyone." 

He was quiet, his hand still on her belly, his heart still beating against her chest. 

"I don't love my husband," she said. "I thought I did. I thought I loved him for sixteen years. But I don't. I love what he gave me. I love my children. I love the life we built. But I don't love him. I haven't loved him for a long time. I didn't know that until I met you. Until you touched me. Until you made me feel something I've never felt before. Until you made me feel alive." 

She felt his body tense, felt his hand tighten on her belly, felt his heart beat faster against her chest. 

"I'm not telling you that because I want you to say something," she said. "I'm telling you because it's true. Because I need you to know. Because I need to say it out loud. Because I need to be the woman who says it." 

She lay in his arms and listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who did not love her husband, the woman who was addicted to a nineteen-year-old boy, the woman who drove down the lane to him and took off her dress and let him do whatever he wanted to her, the woman who did not know how to stop, the woman who was not sure she wanted to. 

"I love you," he said. "I've loved you since I was fifteen. Since I saw you at a dinner party and you laughed and I thought—I thought I would spend my whole life wanting to be the one who made you laugh. I love you. I've always loved you. I'll always love you." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had laughed at a dinner party and not known that a fifteen-year-old boy was watching her, wanting her, waiting for her. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who lay in his arms and listened to him say he loved her and felt something that was not guilt, was not shame, was something else, was something that was waking in her, was something that was hungry. 

She opened her eyes. "Say it again." 

"I love you." 

She kissed him, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both. 

Chapter 18A: The Mask 

Nick's car in the drive meant the weekend had arrived, bringing with it the familiar sounds that had once meant home—his voice on the phone, his footsteps on the stairs, his hands in the kitchen making the coffee he always made when he was here. Corinna stood at the window and watched him through the glass, watched him move through the garden with Theo, watched him kneel to look at something his son was showing him. The wanting hummed beneath her skin, a frequency she had learned to live with. 

Yesterday had been the cottage. The drive there, the door opening before she could knock, the way he had pulled her inside. She had come home with his scent still on her skin, had parked the car, had walked into this house, and had become the woman everyone expected her to be. 

Nick came inside. He kissed her cheek—the same kiss, the same place, for sixteen years. "Theo found a nest. Blackbirds. Three eggs. He wants to show you." 

She smiled. The smile reached her eyes now; she had practiced it enough. "I'll come out. Give me a minute." 

He went back to the garden. She stood at the window, watching him kneel beside Theo, his hand on their son's shoulder. The evidence of another man was still warm between her thighs. Her husband's hand was on her son's shoulder. She felt the two truths sitting side by side in her chest, refusing to merge. 

The bathroom mirror showed her the woman she had become. Not the woman she was supposed to be. Not the woman Nick thought she was. The marks on her neck had faded to faint yellow-green, almost invisible under the collar of her dress. She touched them anyway, felt the memory of his mouth, the wanting that was still there, that would always be there. 

She fixed her dress. Smoothed her hair. Walked out into the garden and knelt beside Theo, her hand on his back, her eyes on the three blue eggs nestled in the grass. She was the mother. The wife. The woman everyone thought she was. 

The weekend passed in the ordinary rhythms of a family that did not know it was falling apart. Nick cooked the same dinner he had cooked a hundred times—the chicken with rosemary, the roasted potatoes, the green beans from the garden. He talked about the tithe barn in Hereford, about the cracks in the south wall that needed stabilizing before winter. She listened, she nodded, she smiled. She was the woman he thought she was. 

Saturday night, he made love to her. She lay beneath him in the dark, his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin. She closed her eyes and saw another face, felt another's hands, heard another's voice. The orgasm came with a name on her lips that was not his, and Nick did not hear it. He never heard it. 

Afterward, she lay beside him and listened to his breathing slow into sleep. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who lay beside her husband and pretended it was someone else, the woman who had become so fluent in deception that she no longer knew where the performance ended and she began. 

The bathroom was cool, the tiles cold under her feet. Her phone buzzed on the counter. 

Thinking about yesterday. The way you looked when you came. The way you said my name. 

She should not answer. She should go back to bed. She was not that woman. 

She typed: Thinking about your hands. Your mouth. The way you feel inside me. The way I'm yours. 

His reply came before she could set the phone down: Tomorrow. Come to me tomorrow. I need to be inside you. I need to know you're not going to stop. 

She typed: I'm not going to stop. I'll come tomorrow. I'll always be yours. 

She set the phone down. She walked back to the bedroom and lay beside her husband and closed her eyes and thought about tomorrow. 

The morning light was grey through the kitchen windows. She made breakfast, packed Theo's bag for school, kissed Nick goodbye when he left for Painswick. She was the woman she was supposed to be. 

Then she got in her car and drove down the lane to the cottage. 

He was waiting at the door. He pulled her inside, his hands already on her body, his mouth already finding hers. He pulled her dress over her head and looked at her, at the marks on his neck, at the belly where his child would never grow. 

"Did he touch you?" Dorian asked. His voice was low, rough. 

"Yes." She did not look away. "I came with your name on my lips. I always come with your name on my lips. It's always you. It's only ever been you." 

He kissed her with a hunger that matched hers. He picked her up and carried her to the bed, and she felt his cock against her, pressing against her, and she wanted him with a wanting that had no name, that had been growing in her since the summer, that had become the only thing she could feel. 

He entered her. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it, let herself be held by it, let herself be the woman who lay in her lover's bed and did not care who knew. 

He moved quickly, urgently, his hands on her hips, his mouth on her throat. The pleasure built in her, not only from his cock but from his hands, his mouth, his wanting, his jealousy, his need to claim her. She came with his name on her lips. He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck. 

Afterward, she lay in his arms, his semen still inside her, his hand on her belly, his heart beating against her chest. The light was fading, the afternoon giving way to evening. 

"I have to go," she said. "The children. Theo will be home. Ivy will be wondering." 

He held her tighter. "Stay. Stay until you have to go." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the house at Cwm Bryn, about Theo coming home from school, about Ivy in her room, about the life she had built and the life she was destroying. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove to a cottage in the afternoons, who lay in her lover's bed, who went home and made dinner and was the woman everyone thought she was. 

"One more hour," she said. "Then I have to go." 

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow. 

She left at dusk. The lane was dark, the trees black against the sky, the fields empty, the hills silent. She parked the car and sat for a moment, her hands on the steering wheel, the wanting still there, that would always be there. 

She walked into the house. Theo was at the table, doing his homework. Ivy was in her room, her music playing. The house was quiet, ordinary, the life she had built waiting for her to come back to it. 

She went to the kitchen and started dinner. She peeled the potatoes, chopped the carrots, seasoned the meat. She was the mother, the wife, the woman everyone thought she was. And all the while, she felt him inside her, felt his semen still warm between her thighs, felt his wanting in her blood, felt his voice in her ear. 

She was his. She had always been his. She would always be his. 

Chapter 19: The Close 

The summer ended not with a storm but with a stillness, a settling, a sense of something drawing to a close. The light changed first, the afternoons shortening, the shadows lengthening, the sun moving lower in the sky. Then the heat broke, the air cooling, the valley taking on the first gold of autumn, the oaks beginning to turn, the blackberries ripening on the hedgerows. 

Margo and Thomas returned from Italy at the end of August, and Corinna stopped coming to The Old Forge. She did not tell Dorian she was stopping. She simply stopped. The messages she sent were shorter, the excuses she made were thinner, the hours she found were fewer. Nick was at Cwm Bryn more often, the children were preparing for school, the life she had built was pulling her back into its current, and she let it pull her, let it carry her away from him, let it be the thing that saved her from herself. 

She did not want to be saved. She wanted to be with him. She wanted to drive down the lane and take off her dress and let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She wanted to lie in his arms and feel his heart beat against her chest and listen to him say he loved her. She wanted to be the woman she had become, the woman who did not love her husband, the woman who was addicted to a nineteen-year-old boy, the woman who did not know how to stop. 

She did not know how to stop, but she stopped anyway. She stopped because Margo was home, because Nick was watching, because the children needed her, because the mask had to be perfect, because the life she had built was the only life she had, and she could not let it go. She stopped because she had to. She stopped because she did not know how else to survive. 

She stopped, and she did not sleep. She lay in her bed at night with her hand between her thighs, touching herself, thinking about him, and she came with his name on her lips and then lay in the dark and waited for the morning, waited for the hours to pass, waited for the wanting to stop. 

It did not stop. It grew. It became the thing that filled her days, the thing that occupied her mind, the thing that she carried with her through the hours of being the woman she was supposed to be. She would make breakfast for the children, drive Theo to school, answer Nick's calls, and all the while she would be thinking about him, wanting him, needing him, counting the hours until she could see him again. 

She saw him at a dinner party at The Old Forge. It was the first week of September, the first time she had been in the house since the summer ended, since she had stopped coming to him. The house was different now, filled with Margo's things, Margo's presence, Margo's life. The kitchen where she had first kissed him was full of people, the bedroom where she had lain in his arms was closed, the garden where he had watched her swim was dark. 

He was across the room. He was wearing a shirt she had not seen before, his hair shorter, his face thinner, his eyes the colour of the sky before the storm. He was talking to his father, his hand on a glass of wine, and he looked at her across the room, and she looked at him, and the wanting was a thing that filled the space between them, that filled the house, that filled the whole valley. 

She should not have come. She knew she should not have come. Nick was with her, his hand on her back, his voice in her ear, and she was standing in her lover's house with her husband beside her and his mother across the room and the wanting rising in her like a tide. 

"Are you all right?" Nick asked. "You look pale. Is it the baby?" 

She looked at him. He was kind, he was good, he was the man she had married, the father of her children, the life she had built. He was not the man she wanted. He was not the man she thought about when she touched herself in the dark. He was not the man who had made her come on her hands and knees, who had entered her where no one had ever entered her, who had told her he loved her and she had believed him. 

"I'm fine," she said. "Just tired. It's been a long week." 

Nick kissed her forehead. "We'll go soon. Just another hour. I promised Margo we'd stay for dessert." 

She nodded, and she smiled, and she let him lead her to a chair, and she sat and watched the room and tried not to look at Dorian, tried not to feel him across the room, tried not to want him with a wanting that was consuming her, that was destroying her, that was the only thing she could feel. 

She found him in the garden. She had not meant to find him. She had gone out for air, to escape the heat of the room, the press of people, the weight of the mask. She had walked to the bench at the edge of the garden, the bench where they had sat on the terrace, where he had told her about the years he had waited, the years he had wanted her. He was there. He was sitting on the bench, his face turned to the sky, the light from the house falling across his face, his hands in his lap. 

She should have gone back inside. She should have turned and walked away, gone back to the party, been the woman she was supposed to be. She was not that woman. She walked to the bench and sat beside him, and the silence between them was the silence of the garden, the valley, the whole world holding its breath. 

"I've missed you," he said. "I've missed you every day. Every hour. Every minute. I've been standing at the window, watching for your car. I've been lying in my bed, thinking about you. I've been touching myself, pretending it's you. I've been waiting for you to come back to me." 

She did not answer. She sat beside him and looked out at the valley, at the lights of the farms across the fields, at the first stars appearing in the sky, and she felt the wanting rising in her, the wanting that had been building for weeks, for months, for her whole life. 

"I can't," she said. "I can't come back to you. I can't be with you. I can't be the woman I was this summer. I have to be the woman I was before. I have to be the wife, the mother, the friend. I have to be the woman everyone thinks I am." 

He reached for her hand, and she let him take it, let him hold it, let him be the only thing in the garden, in the world, in her. 

"You're not that woman," he said. "You've never been that woman. You were that woman for sixteen years, and you were dying. You were dying, and you didn't know it. You were dying, and I found you, and I woke you up, and I made you feel something, and I made you want something, and I made you be something. You're not that woman. You're the woman who came to me in the afternoons, who took off her dress, who let me touch her and taste her and fill her. You're the woman who said my name when she came. You're the woman who told me she didn't love her husband. You're the woman who told me she was addicted to me. You're that woman. You'll always be that woman. You can't go back. You can't unbecome what you've become." 

She pulled her hand away. She stood up, the bench cold beneath her, the night closing in around them. "I have to go. Nick is waiting. The children are waiting. My life is waiting." 

He stood up, and he was close, closer than she had expected, his face in the light from the house, his eyes on her, his wanting the same as hers. "Your life is here. Your life is with me. Your life is the woman you've become. The woman who lies in my bed. The woman who comes with my name on her lips. The woman who is mine. You're mine. You've always been mine. You'll always be mine." 

She kissed him. She kissed him because she could not help it, because the wanting was too strong, because he was right, because she was his, because she had always been his, because she would always be his. He kissed her back, his hands in her hair, her face, her shoulders, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both. 

"We have to stop," she said, pulling back. "We have to stop before someone sees. Before someone knows. Before—" 

He kissed her again, and she let him, and she did not care who saw, who knew, who would find out. She was his. She had always been his. She would always be his. 

"Come to me," he said. "Come to me tomorrow. Come to me when you can get away. Come to me when you can be the woman you are. Come to me when you can be mine." 

She should say no. She should walk back into the house, take Nick's hand, drive back to Cwm Bryn, be the woman she was supposed to be. She was not that woman. She was standing in his garden with his hands on her body and his wanting in her blood and his voice in her ear, and she was not that woman, had never been that woman, would never be that woman again. 

"Tomorrow," she said. "I'll come tomorrow." 

She walked back into the house. The party was still going, the rooms full of people, the music playing, the wine flowing. Nick was talking to Margo, his hand on her arm, his face turned toward the door, and he smiled when he saw her, smiled the smile she had known for sixteen years, the smile that had been the center of her life for sixteen years, the smile that meant nothing to her now. 

"There you are," he said. "I was starting to worry. You were gone a long time." 

She kissed him on the cheek. "I needed some air. It was hot in there." 

Margo looked at her, and for a moment Corinna thought she could see it, could see the thing that was happening inside her, the thing that was driving her out of the house and into the garden, the thing that was making her into someone she did not recognize. But Margo said nothing, only smiled and handed her a glass of elderflower cordial, and Corinna took it and drank it and pretended that she had not just been kissed in the garden by her friend's nineteen-year-old son. 

They left an hour later. Nick drove, his hand on her thigh, his voice in her ear, and she sat beside him and looked out the window at the dark valley, at the lights of The Old Forge fading behind them, and she thought about tomorrow, about the hours she would wait, about the moment when she would drive down the lane and see his car in the drive and know that she was going to be with him again. 

She was not going to stop. She did not know how. She did not want to know. 

Chapter 20: The Party 

The house was unrecognizable. Streamers hung from the rafters, balloons clustered in corners, a table near the garden doors groaned under the weight of gifts. Margo had transformed The Old Forge into something out of Corinna's memories of childhood parties—bright, loud, slightly chaotic. She moved through the rooms with a glass of wine in her hand and a smile that did not reach her eyes, and Corinna watched her and thought about the summer, about the weeks she had spent in this house while Margo was in Italy, about the things she had done in rooms now filled with people who had known her for years. 

Nick's hand was on her back, warm, steady, the same hand that had been on her back for sixteen years. He was talking to Thomas about something—architecture, a project, the things that men talked about when they had nothing to say—and she stood beside him and smiled and nodded and did not listen to a word. 

Dorian was across the room, surrounded by his friends. She had not seen them before—young men and women his age, people from school, from the village, from the life he had lived before she had entered it. There was a girl beside him, dark hair, laughing at something he said, her hand on his arm, and Corinna watched her and felt something she had not expected to feel. 

Jealousy. A hot, sharp thing that lodged in her chest and would not move. 

She watched the girl touch his arm, watched him laugh, watched him look at her with an expression that was not the expression he wore when he looked at Corinna, was something lighter, easier, the expression of a twenty-year-old man with a girl his own age. She wanted to cross the room and take his hand and pull him away from her. She wanted to tell the girl that he was hers, that he had been hers all summer, that he would always be hers. She wanted to mark him, to claim him, to make him hers in a way that everyone could see. 

She did none of these things. She stood beside her husband and smiled and nodded and felt the jealousy burn in her chest, and she hated herself for it, hated the woman she had become, the woman who stood at her lover's birthday party and envied the girl who touched his arm. 

She avoided him for the first hour. She talked to Margo, to Thomas, to the neighbors who asked about the baby, to the friends who asked about Nick, to the people who filled the rooms and the hours and the space between her and the thing she wanted. She ate the food, drank the cordial, laughed at the jokes, was the woman she was supposed to be. And all the while, she felt him across the room, felt his eyes on her, felt the wanting in them that was the same as hers. 

He found her in the kitchen. She was alone, pouring herself a glass of water, her back to the door, and she heard him come in, heard the door close behind him, heard the lock turn. 

She turned. He was standing in front of the door, his hands at his sides, his face flushed, his eyes dark. He was wearing a shirt she had not seen before, a dark blue that made his eyes look almost black, and his hair was longer than it had been at the dinner party, curling at the collar, and he was beautiful, and she wanted him, wanted him with a wanting that was consuming her, that was destroying her, that was the only thing she could feel. 

"What are you doing?" she said. "Your mother is in the next room. Your father. Your friends. That girl—" 

"What girl?" 

She laughed, and the sound was bitter, sharp. "The girl with the dark hair. The one who's been touching your arm all night. The one who looks at you like she wants to eat you alive." 

He crossed the room in three strides, and his hands were on her face, her neck, her shoulders, and he was kissing her before she could say another word. The kiss was not soft, was not gentle, was not the kiss of a boy who had been waiting for a woman, was the kiss of a man who had been waiting for her, who was done waiting, who was going to have her now. 

"She's no one," he said, his mouth against her throat. "She's no one. She's nothing. She's not you. She'll never be you. No one will ever be you." 

She should push him away. She should tell him to stop, to go back to the party, to be the man everyone thought he was. She was not that woman. She was standing in his mother's kitchen with his hands on her body and his wanting in her blood and his voice in her ear, and she was not that woman, had never been that woman, would never be that woman again. 

"I saw you with her," she said. "I saw her touch you. I saw you laugh with her. I saw you look at her like—" 

He kissed her again, and his hands were under her dress, on her thighs, and she was wet, she was always wet for him, and she felt his fingers find her, felt them push inside her, and she gasped, her hands on his shoulders, her body already climbing, already rising, already reaching for him. 

"Like what?" he said. "Like I want her? Like I want anyone but you? I've wanted you since I was fifteen. I've waited for you for five years. I've fucked you in this kitchen, in this bedroom, in this garden. I've been inside you in ways no one has ever been inside you. I've told you I love you. I've told you you're mine. And you're standing here, jealous of a girl who touched my arm, when you're the one who goes home to him every night. When you're the one who lies in his bed and lets him touch you. When you're the one who pretends it's me when he fucks you." 

She should be angry. She should push him away, tell him he was wrong, that she was not his, that she had never been his, that she would never be his. She was not angry. She was standing in his mother's kitchen with his fingers inside her and his words in her ears and the wanting rising in her like a tide. 

"I don't pretend," she said. "I don't have to pretend. When I'm with him, I think about you. When he touches me, I imagine it's you. When he fucks me, I close my eyes and I see your face. I hear your voice. I feel your hands. I come with your name on my lips and he doesn't know. He never knows. He thinks it's him. He thinks I'm coming for him. But I'm coming for you. I'm always coming for you. I've always been coming for you." 

He groaned, and his fingers moved inside her, and she felt herself climbing, rising, reaching for the thing he was giving her, and she came with her face pressed into his shoulder, her teeth in his shirt, her body convulsing around his fingers, and he held her through it, his hands still on her, his mouth on her throat, his voice in her ear. 

"You're mine," he said. "You've always been mine. You'll always be mine." 

He turned her around, her hands on the counter, her dress up around her waist, and she heard him unzip his trousers, felt him behind her, his cock pressing against her, and she pushed back against him, wanting him, needing him, needing to feel him inside her. 

He entered her from behind, and she cried out at the sensation of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely. He moved quickly, urgently, his hands on her hips, his mouth on her neck, and she felt the pleasure building in her again, faster this time, the wanting that was not satisfied, that was only growing. 

"You're mine," he said, his voice rough, his breath hot against her skin. "Say it. Say you're mine." 

"I'm yours," she said. "I've always been yours. I'll always be yours." 

He came with a groan, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her hips, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. 

They stood in the silence of the kitchen, her hands on the counter, his body against hers, his semen still inside her, his breath warm on her neck. She heard the music from the other room, the voices, the laughter, the life that was going on without them. 

"We should go back," she said. "They'll notice. They'll wonder." 

He pulled out of her, and she felt the loss of him, the emptiness where he had been, and she turned and looked at him, at the man she had made, at the man who had made her, at the man who was the only thing she wanted, the only thing she needed, the only thing she could feel. 

"I love you," he said. "I don't care who knows. I don't care who sees. I don't care what anyone thinks. I love you. I've always loved you. I'll always love you." 

She kissed him. She kissed him because there were no words for what she was feeling, because the words would break her, because the wanting was a thing that could not be said, could only be done, could only be felt, could only be lived. 

"I love you," she said. "I didn't know it. I didn't know it until you. I didn't know what it felt like to love someone. Not like this. Not like I can't breathe without you. Not like I can't think without you. Not like I can't be without you. I love you. I love you. I love you." 

He held her, his arms around her, his face in her hair, and she stood in his mother's kitchen with his semen still inside her and his wanting in her blood and his voice in her ear, and she was his, she had always been his, she would always be his. 

She went back to the party. She walked through the kitchen door and into the hall, and she found Nick talking to Margo, his hand on her arm, his face turned toward the door, and he smiled when he saw her, smiled the smile she had known for sixteen years, the smile that had been the center of her life for sixteen years, the smile that meant nothing to her now. 

"There you are," he said. "I was starting to worry. You were gone a long time." 

She kissed him on the cheek. "I needed some air. It was hot in there." 

Margo looked at her, and for a moment Corinna thought she could see it, could see the thing that was happening inside her, the thing that was driving her out of the house and into the kitchen, the thing that was making her into someone she did not recognize. But Margo said nothing, only smiled and handed her a glass of elderflower cordial, and Corinna took it and drank it and pretended that she had not just been fucked in her friend's kitchen by her friend's son. 

The dark-haired girl was across the room, still watching Dorian, still touching his arm, still laughing at his jokes. Corinna watched her and felt nothing. The jealousy was gone, burned away by his hands, his mouth, his cock, his words. She was his. She had always been his. She would always be his. And no girl with dark hair and a laugh that was not hers could take him away from her. 

She stayed for another hour. She talked to Margo about the baby, to Thomas about the garden, to the neighbors about the school. She ate the cake that Margo had made, watched Dorian blow out the candles, watched him open the gifts that were not from her. And all the while, she felt him across the room, felt his eyes on her, felt the wanting in them that was the same as hers. 

They left at midnight. Nick drove, his hand on her thigh, his voice in her ear, and she sat beside him and looked out the window at the dark valley, at the lights of The Old Forge fading behind them, and she thought about the kitchen, about his hands, about his mouth, about his cock inside her, about his voice in her ear saying you're mine. 

She was his. She had always been his. She would always be his. 

Chapter 21: The Autumn 

The weeks that followed were the longest of Corinna Preece's life. 

She did not go to him. She told herself it was because Margo was home, because Nick was at Cwm Bryn more often, because the children needed her, because the mask had to be perfect, because the life she had built was the only life she had. She told herself she was being careful, being wise, being the woman she was supposed to be. She told herself that the wanting would fade, that the hunger would pass, that she would wake up one morning and be the woman she had been before the summer, before the blue dress, before the pool, before him. 

It did not fade. It grew. It became the thing that filled her days, the thing that occupied her mind, the thing that she carried with her through the hours of being the woman she was supposed to be. 

She saw him at the village fête in October. He was with his mother, helping her carry her paintings from the car to her stall, and Corinna stood at the cake stall with Theo tugging at her hand and Ivy somewhere in the crowd and Nick beside her, and she watched him across the field and felt the wanting rise in her like a tide. 

He looked up, and he saw her. His face changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening, becoming something that was almost pain. He did not come to her. He did not cross the field. He stood beside his mother and looked at her across the crowd of people who had known them both for years, and she looked at him, and the wanting was a thing that filled the space between them, that filled the field, that filled the whole valley. 

She went home that night and lay in her bed with her hand between her thighs and thought about him, and she came with his name on her lips and then lay in the dark and waited for the wanting to stop. It did not stop. It never stopped. 

When she finally drove to the cottage on a grey October afternoon, the lane wet with rain, the fields bare, the hills dark against the sky, she found him waiting by the window, his face turned toward the lane. The cottage had become theirs over the weeks since the friend had first offered it—a safe space, a place where no one would find them, where they could be the people they were when the masks came off. 

He was in the kitchen, standing at the counter, a cup of coffee in his hand, and he looked up when she walked in, and his face changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening, becoming something that was almost pain. 

"You're here," he said. 

She crossed the room and took the cup from his hand and set it on the counter, and She kissed him, and the weeks of separation collapsed into that single point of contact, her mouth finding his with a desperation that had no other outlet. He kissed her back, his hands in her hair, her face, her shoulders, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to consume them both. 

Nick was there more often now. The summer had ended, the work in Painswick had slowed, and he had begun spending his weekends at Cwm Bryn, sometimes the whole week, working from the small study he had built at the back of the house. He was there when she woke in the morning, when she made breakfast, when she put Theo to bed. He was there when she lay in the dark, when she touched herself, when she came with another man's name on her lips. 

She did not tell him. She did not tell him because there was nothing to tell, because the woman she had been that summer was not the woman she was now, because the woman she was now was not the woman she had been before, because she was no one, she was everyone, she was the woman who drove down the lane and the woman who stayed home and the woman who lay in her husband's arms and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was always there, always waiting, always reaching for someone else. 

He made love to her on a Tuesday afternoon. It was raining, the kind of rain that had been falling for days, the kind of rain that turned the lane to mud and the stream to a torrent and the valley to a grey, wet thing that had no edges. Theo was at a friend's house, Ivy was in her room with her music playing, and Nick had come to the bedroom and found her lying on the bed, her hand on her belly, her eyes closed. 

"You look tired," he said. "Is it the baby?" 

She opened her eyes. He was standing in the doorway, his shirt unbuttoned, his hair wet from the rain, his face the face she had known for sixteen years, the face that had been the center of her life for sixteen years, the face that meant nothing to her now. 

"I'm fine," she said. "Just tired. It's been a long week." 

He came to the bed and lay beside her, his hand on her belly, his face close to hers. "I've missed you. I've missed being with you. I've missed touching you. I've missed the way you feel when I'm inside you." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about Dorian, about his hands on her body, about his mouth on her skin, about his cock inside her, about the way he said her name when he came. She thought about the way Nick said her name, the same name, the same name that meant nothing when he said it and everything when the other man said it. 

"I'm here," she said. "I'm always here." 

He kissed her, and the kiss was soft, familiar, the kiss she had known for sixteen years, the kiss that had been the beginning of everything and was now the end of everything. She kissed him back, and she let him undress her, let him touch her, let him enter her, and she closed her eyes and thought about Dorian, thought about his hands, his mouth, his cock, thought about the way he moved inside her, the way he filled her, the way he made her come. 

She came with Dorian's name on her lips, and Nick did not hear it, or if he heard it, he did not recognize it, did not know that the name she was saying was not his, had never been his, would never be his. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, and she lay beneath him and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing she could feel. 

She dreamed of him that night. She was standing in the garden at The Old Forge, the summer garden, the one from August, the one where the roses were blooming and the lavender was heavy with bees. He was in the pool, swimming, his body moving through the water, and she was standing on the terrace in the blue dress, watching him, wanting him. 

He looked up, and he saw her, and he swam to the edge of the pool and pulled himself out of the water, and he was naked, his body wet, his cock hard, and he crossed the terrace and took her face in his hands and kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to consume them both. 

"I've missed you," he said. "I've missed you every day. Every hour. Every minute. I've been standing at the window, watching for your car. I've been lying in my bed, thinking about you. I've been waiting for you to come back to me." 

She woke with his name on her lips, her hand between her thighs, her body wet, her heart pounding. She lay in the dark and listened to Nick's breathing beside her, the slow, steady rhythm of a man who was sleeping, who did not know, who would never know. 

She got out of bed and went to the window. The rain had stopped, the clouds had cleared, and the valley was silver in the moonlight, the fields wet, the trees black against the sky. She stood at the window and looked out at the dark, at the place where The Old Forge was, at the man who was sleeping there, who was waiting for her, who would always be waiting for her. 

She had to go to him. She had to see him. She had to touch him. She had to feel him inside her. She could not wait any longer. She could not be the woman she was supposed to be. She was not that woman. She was the woman who drove down the lane to him, who took off her dress, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She was the woman who said his name when she came. She was the woman who was his. 

She went back to bed. She lay beside her husband and closed her eyes, and she did not sleep, did not dream, did not do anything except wait for the morning, wait for the hours to pass, wait for the moment when she could go to him. 

She went to him the next day. Nick was in Painswick, Theo was at school, Ivy was at a friend's house, and she drove down the lane with her hands tight on the steering wheel and her heart beating in her throat and the wanting rising in her like a tide. 

The house was quiet when she arrived. The garden was bare, the roses gone, the lavender cut back, the pool covered for the winter. She walked up the path to the front door, and she did not knock, did not hesitate, simply pushed open the screen door and stepped inside. 

He was in the kitchen, standing at the counter, a cup of coffee in his hand, and he looked up when she walked in, and his face changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening, becoming something that was almost pain. 

"You're here," he said. 

She crossed the room and took the cup from his hand and set it on the counter, and she kissed him, and the kiss was very urgent, then slow, a thing that had been building for weeks, for months, for her whole life. He kissed her back, his hands in her hair, her face, her shoulders, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to consume them both. 

"I've missed you," she said. "I've missed you every day. Every hour. Every minute. I've been lying in my bed, thinking about you. I've been touching myself, pretending it's you. I've been waiting to come back to you." 

He picked her up and carried her to the bedroom, and he laid her on the bed and pulled her dress over her head and looked at her, at the body that had been changing for months, at the belly that was round and full, at the breasts that were heavy, at the thighs that were open for him, that were always open for him. 

"I've missed you too," he said. "I've missed you more than I've ever missed anything. I've missed the way you look. I've missed the way you feel. I've missed the way you taste. I've missed the way you say my name when you come. I've missed the way you're mine." 

He entered her, and she felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely. He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his hands, his mouth, his voice, his wanting. 

She came with his name on her lips, her body arching, her hands in his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his mouth still on her. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. 

Afterward, she lay in his arms with his semen still inside her and his hand on her belly and his heart beating against her chest, and she thought about the weeks she had spent away from him, the weeks she had been the woman she was supposed to be, the weeks she had been dying. 

"I can't stay away from you," she said. "I tried. I tried to be the woman I was before. I tried to be the wife, the mother, the friend. I tried to be the woman everyone thinks I am. But I'm not that woman. I've never been that woman. I'm the woman who drives down the lane to you. I'm the woman who takes off her dress and lets you touch her. I'm the woman who says your name when she comes. I'm the woman who is yours. I'm yours. I've always been yours. I'll always be yours." 

He kissed her forehead. "Then don't stay away. Don't try to be someone else. Be the woman you are. Be the woman who comes to me. Be the woman who is mine. Be that woman. And let me be the man who loves her." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had never let anyone touch her the way he touched her, the woman who had never wanted anyone the way she wanted him, the woman who had never been anyone's the way she was his. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who drove down the lane to him, who took off her dress and let him see her, who let him touch her in places no one had ever touched her, who let him be inside her in ways no one had ever been inside her. 

She opened her eyes. The light was fading, the afternoon giving way to evening, and she knew she should go, should drive back to Cwm Bryn before the children came home, before the mask went back on, before she became the woman she was supposed to be. 

She did not move. She lay in his arms with his semen still inside her and his hand on her belly and the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, and she did not move. 

"I'm not going to stay away," she said. "I'm not going to try to be someone else. I'm going to be the woman I am. I'm going to come to you. I'm going to be with you. I'm going to be yours." 

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both. 

Chapter 21A: The Glance 

The family gathering was Margo's idea. A Sunday lunch, she called it, the first since the confrontation, since the confession, since the forgiveness that had not yet been tested. She had called Corinna on a Friday, her voice careful, measured, the voice of a woman trying to build something from ruins. 

"Come," Margo said. "Bring the children. Nick won't be there, I know, but that's—that's fine. It's just lunch. Like we used to have. Before everything." 

Corinna had said yes. She had spent the days since thinking about what it would mean to sit in Margo's house with Margo's son and pretend that nothing had happened, that everything had changed, that they were the people they had been before the summer. 

She dressed carefully. Not the blue dress, not the green one, not the black one she had worn to his birthday party. A grey dress, simple, the fabric soft against her skin, the neckline high, the shape loose enough to hide the body that was still changing, still growing, still carrying the life that would be born in the spring. 

She stood in front of the mirror. Twenty-eight weeks. Her belly was round and full, her breasts heavy, her hips wider. She put her hand on her belly and felt the baby move—a flutter, a shift, a presence. She was not the woman she had been before. She had not been that woman for a long time. 

The drive to The Old Forge took seven minutes. The lane was wet, the trees in bud, the first bluebells blooming in the woods. She parked beside Margo's car and sat for a moment, her hands on the steering wheel, her breath coming slow. 

She walked up the path and pushed open the door. 

The house was warm, the smell of roasting meat filling the rooms, the table set for lunch, the windows open to the garden. Margo was in the kitchen, her back to the door. She turned when Corinna came in, and her face changed, the careful neutrality giving way to something else, something that was not anger, not yet forgiveness, but something in between. 

"You came," Margo said. 

Corinna stood in the kitchen, her hands at her sides, her belly between them. "I said I would." 

Margo crossed the room and took her hands. Her hands were warm, her fingers strong, her grip steady. She looked at Corinna for a long moment, and Corinna looked at her, and the silence between them was the silence of the house, the garden, the whole world holding its breath. 

"I'm glad you came," Margo said. "I'm glad we're trying." 

Corinna held her friend's hands. "I'm glad too." 

The children came first. Ivy and Theo, who had been in the garden with Thomas, came in with mud on their shoes and laughter on their lips. Ivy went to help Margo. Theo went to find Dorian. Corinna stood at the window and looked out at the garden and waited. 

She heard him before she saw him. His voice in the hall, talking to Theo, answering his questions. She heard his footsteps on the stairs, heard him come into the room, heard the silence that followed when he saw her standing at the window. 

She turned. He was standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his face young and old at the same time, the boy she had loved, the man he had become. He looked at her, and she looked at him, and the wanting filled the space between them. 

"Hello, Dorian," she said. 

He crossed the room and stood beside her at the window. His body was close enough that she could feel the heat of him, close enough that she could smell him—his skin, his hair, the smell she had known since the summer. 

"Hello, Corinna," he said. 

They stood at the window and looked out at the garden, at the roses beginning to leaf, at the lavender beginning to green, at the pool still covered, waiting for the summer. They stood in the silence and did not touch, did not speak, did not do anything except be in the same room. 

"How are you?" he asked. "How is the baby?" 

She put her hand on her belly. "We're fine. Everything is fine." 

He looked at her. She felt his eyes on her face, her throat, her belly. "I heard about Nick. I'm sorry. I'm sorry I was the reason." 

She turned to face him. "You're not the reason. You're the thing that woke me up. You're the reason I found something else." 

He reached for her hand. His fingers touched hers, light, barely there. "I love you. I've loved you since I was fifteen. I loved you when you were sleeping. I loved you when you were dead. I loved you when you woke up. I love you now." 

She looked at him. "I love you too. I didn't know what it meant to be alive until you. I didn't know what it meant to be awake. I didn't know what it meant to be the woman I am." 

The lunch was ordinary. That was what she would remember later—the ordinariness of it, the way the light fell across the table, the way the children laughed, the way Margo smiled, the way Thomas told stories about Italy. Ordinary. And in the middle of it, there was a moment when she looked up and saw Dorian across the table, and he looked at her, and the wanting passed between them, quick and sharp and gone. 

No one saw it. No one noticed. The conversation continued. Margo passed the bread. Thomas poured the wine. Ivy argued with Theo about something that did not matter. And Corinna sat at the table and ate the food and drank the water and was the woman everyone thought she was. 

But she had seen the look in his eyes. She had felt it. And she knew that nothing had changed, that nothing would change, that they were the people they had become, that they would always be the people they had become. 

She left in the afternoon. She stood at the door with Margo, the children already in the car. 

"Thank you," Corinna said. "Thank you for trying." 

Margo took her hands. "Thank you for coming. Thank you for being my friend. Thank you for being the woman you are." 

Corinna held her friend's hands. "I love you. I've always loved you. I'll always love you. No matter what. No matter who I become. No matter who I love." 

Margo smiled. It was a smaller smile, a sadder smile, a smile that had been through something and survived. "Go. Go be the woman you are. Go be the woman I love. Go be the woman I forgive. I'll always forgive you. Because you're my friend. Because you've always been my friend. Because you'll always be my friend." 

Corinna walked to the car. She got in and started the engine and drove down the lane. She looked in the rearview mirror. The house was behind her, the lights on, the windows open. She saw him in the window, standing where he had always stood, watching her leave, waiting for her to come back. She looked at him, and he looked at her, and the wanting passed between them, quick and sharp and gone. 

She turned onto the lane. She drove back to Cwm Bryn, to her children, to the life she was building, to the woman she was becoming. She drove in the silence and thought about the glance, the look, the thing that had passed between them across the table, in the window, in the space that would always be between them, that would always hold them, that would always be the thing that made them who they were. 

She was his. She had always been his. She would always be his. 

Chapter 22: The Arrangement

The message came on a Thursday afternoon, three days after she had gone to him, three days after she had told him she was not going to stay away.

I have a place. Somewhere we can be alone. Somewhere no one will find us. Can you come tomorrow?

She read the words in the kitchen at Cwm Bryn, Theo at school, Ivy in her room, the house quiet, the rain falling against the windows. They had been using the cottage for weeks now—a friend of Dorian's had let them have the keys—but always with the awareness that the friend could return at any moment. This was different. The friend had gone to university. The cottage was empty for the winter. It was theirs.

She typed: Yes. When?

Afternoon. I'll send you the address. It's not far from here. A friend's place. Empty for the winter.

She stared at the words. A friend's place. Someone else's house. Somewhere no one would find them. Somewhere they could be alone. Somewhere they could be the people they were when no one was watching, the people they were when the masks came off, the people they were when they were together.

She thought about the risk. She thought about Margo, about Nick, about the children, about the life she had built and the life she was destroying. She thought about the woman she was supposed to be, the woman who stayed home, who made dinner, who answered her husband's calls and told him she loved him. She was not that woman. She was the woman who drove to him, who took off her dress, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She was the woman who was his.

She typed: I'll be there.

She spent the morning preparing. She showered, the water hot against her skin, and she washed her hair and shaved her legs and did all the small, ordinary things she did every morning, but nothing about this morning was ordinary. She was preparing herself for him. She was making herself ready for him. She was becoming the woman he wanted, the woman she wanted, the woman she was.

She stood in front of the mirror afterward, looking at herself. Twenty-two weeks now. The baby was growing, her belly round and full, her breasts heavy, her hips wider. She put her hand on her belly and felt the baby move, a flutter, a shift, a presence, and she thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who was carrying her husband's child and driving to her lover's house, the woman who was two people, who was no one, who was everyone.

She chose her clothes carefully. Not the blue dress, not the green one, not the black one she had worn to his birthday party. Jeans, soft and worn, that sat low on her hips. A sweater, loose, the colour of the sky in winter, that she could pull over her head when she wanted him to see her. Underneath, the underwear she had bought in Stroud, the matching set, the one she had been saving for something, for him.

She left the house at one. She told Ivy she was going to Monmouth, that she needed to pick up some things for the baby, that she would be back in a few hours. Ivy was in her room, her music playing, her door closed, and she did not come out, did not ask questions, did not look at her mother and see the woman she was becoming.

The address he had sent her was a cottage on the far side of the valley, down a lane she had never driven, through a gate that was open, past a field where sheep were gathered under the trees. The cottage was small, stone, the windows dark, the garden overgrown, the chimney cold. She parked beside his car and sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart in her throat.

She got out of the car. The air was cold, the first edge of winter in it, and she pulled her sweater around her and walked up the path to the door. It opened before she could knock, and he was there, his face in the grey light, his eyes on her, his wanting the same as hers.

"You're here," he said.

She stepped inside. The cottage was small, one room downstairs, a kitchen, a table, a fireplace that was not lit. The windows looked out on the field, the sheep, the hills beyond. It was quiet, the kind of quiet that was not the quiet of a house that was lived in, was the quiet of a place that was waiting, that was empty, that was theirs.

He took her hand and led her upstairs. The bedroom was small, a bed, a window, a wardrobe. The sheets were clean, the pillows fluffed, the room warm from a heater he had turned on before she arrived. He had prepared this for her, for them, for the hours they would spend here, the hours when they would be the people they were when no one was watching.

He turned to her, his hands on her face, her shoulders, her arms, and she let him hold her, let him look at her, let him see her the way no one else saw her, the way she was only beginning to see herself.

"I've been thinking about this," he said. "About having you here. About being alone with you. About not having to watch the door. About not having to listen for footsteps. About being able to take my time. About being able to do everything I've wanted to do to you."

She kissed him. She kissed him because there were no words for what she was feeling, because the words would break her, because the wanting was a thing that could not be said, could only be done, could only be felt, could only be lived.

He pulled her sweater over her head, and she stood before him in the underwear she had chosen, the matching set, the one she had been saving for him. He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes moving over her face, her throat, her breasts, her belly, the place between her thighs that was already wet, already ready, already wanting him.

"Every time I see you," he said, "I think I can't want you more, and then I see you again, and I want you more. I want you more than I've ever wanted anything. I want you more than I know how to want."

He unhooked her bra and let it fall, and his hands were on her breasts, his thumbs on her nipples, and she gasped, her body arching into him, her hands in his hair. He kissed her neck, her throat, her collarbone, and his mouth moved lower, to her breasts, to her nipples, and he took one in his mouth and she cried out, the sensation sharper than she remembered, more intense, the weeks of wanting finally, finally being satisfied.

He pushed her onto the bed, and she lay beneath him, her jeans still on, her underwear still on, and he knelt between her thighs and pulled her jeans down her legs, her underwear with them, and she was naked beneath him, her body open to him, her wanting open to him, her self open to him.

He knelt between her thighs and looked at her, at the place where she was wet, where she was ready, where she was waiting for him. He leaned down and put his mouth on her, his tongue on her clitoris, and she cried out, her body arching, her hands in his hair, her thighs closing around his head. He held her open, his hands on her thighs, his mouth on her, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that had been building for days, for weeks, for months, for her whole life.

She came with a cry, her body convulsing, her hands pulling his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his mouth still on her, his tongue still moving, still giving her what she needed.

He moved up her body, his mouth finding hers, and she tasted herself on his lips, and she kissed him, and she wanted more, wanted him inside her, wanted to feel him fill her the way he had filled her a hundred times, a thousand times, a million times in her mind.

He unzipped his trousers and pushed them down, and she felt his cock against her, hard, ready, and she wanted him, wanted him with a wanting that was not only physical, was something else, was the wanting of a woman who had been sleeping for years and was finally, finally awake.

He entered her slowly. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it, let herself be held by it, let herself be the woman who lay in her lover's bed with her lover's cock inside her and did not care who knew.

He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body, and she felt the pleasure building in her again, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from the slowness, the deliberateness, the way he was taking his time, the way he was making her feel everything.

"You're so wet," he said. "I can feel you. I can feel how much you want me. I can feel how much you need me."

She did not answer. She could not answer. She could not speak, could not think, could not do anything except feel him inside her, feel him moving, feel the wanting building in her, the wanting that had been building for weeks, for months, for her whole life.

He turned her onto her side, then onto her stomach, and she lay on the bed with her face in the pillows, her body open to him, her wanting open to him. He moved behind her, his hands on her hips, his cock pressing against her, and he entered her from behind, deeper this time, and she cried out at the sensation of it, the fullness of it, the way he was taking her, claiming her, making her his.

He moved quickly, urgently, his hands on her hips, his body against hers, and she felt the pleasure building in her, building faster than before, building toward something she could not control. She came with his name on her lips, her body convulsing around him, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his body still pressed against hers.

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back.

They lay in the silence of the cottage, the light fading outside, the sheep moving across the field, the hills dark against the sky. She lay with her head on his chest, her hand on his stomach, her legs tangled with his, and she listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about the woman she was becoming.

"I want to try something," he said. "Something I've been thinking about. Something I want to do to you."

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face was serious, the wanting still there, the hunger that was always there, but something else too, something she had not seen before.

"What?"

He reached for the drawer beside the bed, and she saw the bottle in his hand, the same bottle he had used before, the bottle of lubricant. He looked at her, and she looked at him, and she felt her body respond, felt the wanting rise in her, the wanting that was not only for his cock, was for the thing he was offering her, the thing she had not known she wanted until he gave it to her.

"You want to—" she said.

"I want to be inside you again. There. I want to feel you there. I want to feel you come with me inside you there. I want to give you something no one else has ever given you."

She turned onto her stomach, her face in the pillows, her body open to him, her wanting open to him. She heard him open the bottle, felt the cool slickness of the lubricant on her skin, felt his fingers tracing the place where he was going to go, the place he had been before, the place she wanted him to be again.

He started with her clitoris, his fingers circling it slowly, building the pleasure in her, making her wet, making her ready. She moaned into the pillows, her hips moving against his hand, the wanting building in her, the wanting that was always there, that was always waiting for him.

He added lubricant, his fingers slick, and she felt him press against her, felt the resistance, felt her body open for him, and she gasped at the sensation of it, the strangeness of it, the way it was not pain, was not pleasure, was something else, was everything.

He entered her slowly. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he was filling her in a place that was becoming familiar, that was becoming hers, that was becoming theirs. His fingers were on her clitoris, circling, pressing, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his fingers, his hands, his body against hers.

She came with a cry, her body convulsing around him, her hands clutching the pillows, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his fingers still on her, his body pressed against hers.

He came moments later, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her hips, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back.

Afterward, she lay in his arms with his semen still inside her, in the place where he had been, in the place that was his, that was theirs, that was hers. The room was dark, the only light the moon coming through the window, and she lay in the silence and listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about nothing at all.

"I have to go," she said. "Ivy will be wondering. Theo will be home soon. I have to be the woman I'm supposed to be."

He did not let her go. His arms were around her, his face in her hair, his body pressed against hers. "Stay. Stay a little longer. Stay until you have to go. Stay with me."

She closed her eyes. She thought about the house at Cwm Bryn, about Ivy in her room, about Theo coming home from school, about the life she had built and the life she was destroying. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who drove to a cottage on the far side of the valley, who let her lover take her in a stranger's bed, who lay in his arms with his semen inside her and did not care who knew.

She opened her eyes. "One more hour. Then I have to go."

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both.

Chapter 23: The Cottage

The cottage became theirs. Not in any way that could be spoken, not in any way that could be named, but in the way that places become sacred when they hold the things that cannot be held anywhere else. She came to him there through the weeks of autumn, through the rain and the wind and the first frosts that whitened the fields in the mornings. She came to him there because she could not stay away, because the wanting was a thing that consumed her, because he was the only thing that made her feel alive.

The cottage was a mile from the main road, down a lane that turned to mud in the rain, past a field where sheep gathered under the oaks, past a gate that she learned to open with her eyes closed, her hands finding the latch in the dark. It belonged to a friend of his, someone who had gone to university, who would not be back until spring, who had given him the keys without asking questions, without wanting to know what he was doing in the cottage on the far side of the valley with a woman who was not his wife, who was not his age, who was not anyone he should be with.

She did not ask about the friend. She did not want to know. She wanted the cottage to be theirs, wanted it to be the place where they could be the people they were when no one was watching, the people they were when the masks came off, the people they were when they were together.

She came to him on a Tuesday in November. The rain had stopped, the clouds had cleared, and the valley was silver in the afternoon light, the fields wet, the trees bare, the hills dark against the sky. She drove with the windows down, the cold air sharp on her face, and she felt the wanting rise in her, the wanting that had been building since she left him last, since she had driven back to Cwm Bryn and been the woman she was supposed to be, since she had lain beside her husband and pretended it was him.

He was waiting for her in the cottage. He was standing at the window when she walked in, his back to her, his hands in his pockets, his face turned toward the field where the sheep were gathered. He turned when she came in, and his face changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening, becoming something that was almost hunger.

"You're here," he said.

She crossed the room and took his face in her hands and kissed him, and She kissed him like she had been holding her breath for days and was only now allowed to exhale, her mouth finding his with a desperation that left no space for thought, only the heat of him, the taste of him, the relief of finally, finally touching him building for the days since she had left him, for the nights she had lain beside her husband and pretended it was him, for the mornings she had touched herself in the dark and thought about him.

He pulled her sweater over her head and dropped it on the floor, and she stood before him in the underwear she had chosen, the matching set, the one she wore for him, the one that meant she was his. He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes moving over her face, her throat, her breasts, her belly, the place between her thighs that was already wet, already ready, already wanting him.

"I want to try something," he said. "Something I've been thinking about. Something I want to do to you."

She stood before him, her body open to him, her wanting open to him, her self open to him. "What?"

He took her hand and led her to the bed. He sat on the edge of it and pulled her down beside him, and she lay on her back, her head on the pillows, her body stretched out beneath him. He knelt between her thighs and looked at her, and she looked at him, and the wanting was a thing that filled the room, that filled the cottage, that filled the whole valley.

"I want to taste you," he said. "I want to taste every part of you. I want to know what you taste like when you've been waiting for me. I want to know what you taste like when you've been wanting me. I want to know what you taste like when you're mine."

He leaned down and put his mouth on her neck, his tongue on her skin, and she gasped, her hands in his hair, her body arching into him. He kissed her throat, her collarbone, her breasts, her nipples, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his mouth, was from the slowness, the deliberateness, the way he was taking his time, the way he was making her feel everything.

He kissed her belly, the curve of it, the place where her child was growing, and he pressed his lips to her skin, and she felt the kiss through her flesh, through the walls of her womb, through the life that was growing inside her. He looked up at her, and his eyes were the colour of the sky after the storm, and she saw in them something that was not only wanting, was something else, was something that she was only beginning to understand.

He kissed her thighs, the inside of her thighs, the soft skin where she was most sensitive, and she moaned, her hips moving against his mouth, her hands in his hair, her body already climbing, already rising, already reaching for him.

He put his mouth on her. His tongue found her clitoris, and she cried out, her body arching, her hands pulling his hair, her thighs closing around his head. He held her open, his hands on her thighs, his mouth on her, and she felt the pleasure building in her, building faster than before, building toward something she could not control.

She came with a cry, her body convulsing, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his mouth still on her, his tongue still moving, still giving her what she needed.

He moved up her body, his mouth finding hers, and she tasted herself on his lips, and she kissed him, and she wanted more, wanted him inside her, wanted to feel him fill her the way he had filled her a hundred times, a thousand times, a million times in her mind.

"Not yet," he said. "I'm not done tasting you."

He turned her onto her side, then onto her stomach, and she lay on the bed with her face in the pillows, her body open to him, her wanting open to him. He kissed her shoulders, her back, the curve of her spine, the swell of her buttocks, and she felt his mouth on her, his tongue tracing the place where he had been before, the place she wanted him to be again.

He reached for the bottle on the nightstand, and she heard him open it, felt the cool slickness of the lubricant on her skin, felt his fingers tracing her, preparing her, opening her. He entered her slowly, his cock sliding into her, and she cried out at the sensation of it, the fullness of it, the way he was filling her in the place that was becoming familiar, that was becoming hers, that was becoming theirs.

His fingers were on her clitoris, circling, pressing, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his fingers, his hands, his body against hers. She came with a cry, her body convulsing around him, her hands clutching the pillows, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his fingers still on her, his body pressed against hers.

He pulled out of her, and she felt the loss of him, the emptiness where he had been, and she turned onto her back and looked at him, at his face, at the wanting that was still there, that would always be there.

He moved over her, his body above hers, his arms on either side of her, and she felt his cock against her, pressing against her, and she wanted him, wanted him with a wanting that was not only physical, was something else, was the wanting of a woman who had been sleeping for years and was finally, finally awake.

He entered her, and she felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely. He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body, and she felt the pleasure building in her again, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his hands, his mouth, his voice, his wanting.

She came with his name on her lips, her body arching, her hands in his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his mouth still on her.

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back.

Afterward, she lay in his arms with his semen still inside her and his hand on her belly and his heart beating against her chest. The light was fading, the afternoon giving way to evening, and she knew she should go, should drive back to Cwm Bryn before the children came home, before the mask went back on, before she became the woman she was supposed to be.

She did not move.

"I've been thinking about something," she said. "Something I've been wanting to ask you."

He was quiet, his hand still on her belly, his heart still beating against her chest.

"What happens when your friend comes back? When the cottage isn't ours anymore? When we don't have a place to go?"

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "We'll find another place. We'll find a hundred places. We'll find a thousand places. We'll find places where no one will find us. We'll find places where we can be together. We'll find places where we can be who we are."

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove to a cottage on the far side of the valley, who let her lover take her in a stranger's bed, who lay in his arms with his semen inside her and did not care who knew. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who would find a hundred places, a thousand places, who would go anywhere to be with him, who would do anything to be with him, who would risk everything to be with him.

"Don't go," he said. "Stay. Stay until morning. Stay until the sun comes up. Stay until you don't have to go back. Stay with me."

She opened her eyes. The room was dark, the only light the moon coming through the window, and she lay in his arms and listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about the woman she was, the woman who stayed, the woman who was his.

"I can't," she said. "The children. Ivy will wonder. Theo will need me. I have to be the woman I'm supposed to be."

He kissed her forehead. "Then go. Go be the woman you're supposed to be. But come back. Come back to me. Come back to the woman you are. Come back to the woman who is mine."

She kissed him, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both.

She got out of bed. She dressed in the clothes she had worn when she arrived, the jeans, the sweater, the underwear that was his, that was hers, that was theirs. She stood at the window and looked out at the valley, at the lights of the farms across the fields, at the stars appearing in the sky.

She turned to look at him. He was lying in the bed, naked, his body illuminated by the moonlight, his eyes on her, his wanting the same as hers.

"I'll come back," she said. "I'll always come back."

She walked out the door and got into her car and drove back down the lane, past the gate, past the field where the sheep were sleeping, past the trees that lined the road, and she did not look back, did not let herself look back, did not let herself see the cottage where he was waiting, where he would always be waiting, where she would always come back to him.

Chapter 24: The Discovery 

The day it happened was ordinary. That was what she would remember later, in the hours and days that followed—the ordinariness of it, the way the light had fallen across the cottage floor, the way the fire had crackled in the grate, the way his hands had felt on her skin, the way she had said his name when she came. Ordinary. And then the door had opened, and the ordinary had ended, and nothing would ever be ordinary again. 

She had come to the cottage in the afternoon. Nick was in Painswick, Theo was at school, Ivy was at a friend's house, and she had driven down the lane with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart beating in her throat and the wanting rising in her like a tide. She had not seen him in three days—three days of Nick at Cwm Bryn, of pretending, of lying beside her husband and feeling nothing, nothing except the wanting that was always there, always waiting, always reaching for him. 

He was waiting for her in the cottage. He had lit a fire, and the room was warm, the flames casting shadows on the walls, the light golden on his skin. He was naked, sitting on the edge of the bed, his cock hard, his eyes on her, and she stood in the doorway and looked at him and felt the wanting rise in her, the wanting that had been building for three days, for three months, for her whole life. 

"You're late," he said. 

"I had to wait until Ivy left. Until the house was empty. Until I could get away." 

He crossed the room and took her face in his hands and kissed her, and when their lips met, it was not the tentative kiss of discovery but the collision of two people who had spent too many hours imagining this moment, the wanting that had been building in the spaces between them finally collapsing into something tangible, something real, building for the days since she had left him, for the nights she had lain beside her husband and pretended it was him, for the mornings she had touched herself in the dark and thought about him. 

He pulled her dress over her head and dropped it on the floor, and she stood before him naked, her body open to him, her wanting open to him, her self open to him. He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes moving over her face, her throat, her breasts, her belly, the place between her thighs that was already wet, already ready, already wanting him. 

"Twenty-four weeks," he said. "You're getting bigger. The baby is growing." 

She put her hand on her belly, felt the baby move, felt the flutter of it, the presence of it, the life that was growing inside her. "The baby is growing. I'm growing. Everything is changing." 

He knelt in front of her, his hands on her belly, his face pressed against her skin, and she felt his lips on her, felt the kiss through her flesh, through the walls of her womb, through the life that was growing inside her. He looked up at her, and his eyes were the colour of the sky after the storm, and she saw in them something that was not only wanting, was something else, was something that she was only beginning to understand. 

"I want to be inside you," he said. "I want to feel you. I want to feel the baby move when I'm inside you. I want to feel you come. I want to feel you lose yourself. I want to feel you be mine." 

He picked her up and carried her to the bed, and he laid her on the blankets and knelt between her thighs, and she felt his cock against her, pressing against her, and she wanted him, wanted him with a wanting that was not only physical, was something else, was the wanting of a woman who had been sleeping for years and was finally, finally awake. 

He entered her slowly. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it, let herself be held by it, let herself be the woman who lay in her lover's bed with her lover's cock inside her and did not care who knew. 

He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from the fire, the light, the way he was looking at her, the way he was making her feel everything. 

She came with his name on her lips, her body arching, her hands in his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his mouth still on her. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. 

They lay in the silence of the cottage, the fire crackling, the light fading, the afternoon giving way to evening. She lay with her head on his chest, her hand on his stomach, her legs tangled with his, and she listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about nothing at all. 

"I want to try something," he said. "Something I've been thinking about. Something I want to do to you." 

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face was serious, the wanting still there, the hunger that was always there, but something else too, something she had not seen before. 

"What?" 

He reached for the bottle on the nightstand, the bottle of lubricant, and he looked at her, and she looked at him, and she felt her body respond, felt the wanting rise in her, the wanting that was not only for his cock, was for the thing he was offering her, the thing she had come to want, the thing she had come to need. 

She turned onto her stomach, her face in the pillows, her body open to him, her wanting open to him. She heard him open the bottle, felt the cool slickness of the lubricant on her skin, felt his fingers tracing the place where he was going to go, the place he had been before, the place she wanted him to be again. 

He entered her slowly. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely, and she moaned into the pillows, her hips moving against him, her body already climbing, already rising, already reaching for him. 

His fingers were on her clitoris, circling, pressing, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his fingers, his hands, his body against hers. She came with a cry, her body convulsing around him, her hands clutching the pillows, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his fingers still on her, his body pressed against hers. 

He came moments later, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her hips, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. 

They lay in the silence afterward, the fire burning low, the room dark, the only light the embers glowing in the grate. She lay with her head on his chest, her hand on his stomach, her legs tangled with his, and she listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about nothing at all. 

She heard the door open. 

She did not move. She lay in his arms with his semen still inside her and his hand on her belly and his heart beating against her chest, and she heard the footsteps on the stairs, heard the door to the bedroom open, heard the voice that was not his, was not hers, was someone else's. 

"What the fuck." 

She opened her eyes. There was a man in the doorway. He was young, twenty, maybe twenty-one, with dark hair and a face she did not recognize. He was wearing a jacket, his hands in his pockets, his mouth open, his eyes on her, on him, on them. 

"Cass," Dorian said. His voice was steady, controlled, but she felt his body tense beneath her, felt his heart beat faster, felt the wanting that had been there a moment ago replaced by something else, something that was fear. 

"What the fuck," the man said again. His name was Cass, she remembered, Cass was the friend, the one who owned the cottage, the one who was not supposed to be back until spring. "What the fuck are you doing in my house? Who the fuck is that?" 

She reached for the blanket, pulled it over her body, covered herself. Her hands were shaking. Her heart was pounding. She looked at Dorian, and his face was white, his eyes wide, his hands clenched at his sides. 

"Cass," he said. "I can explain. I can—" 

"Explain?" Cass laughed, and the sound was sharp, bitter, the sound of a man who had been betrayed. "You're fucking someone in my house. In my bed. You're fucking—" He looked at her, really looked at her, and she saw the recognition in his eyes, saw him see her belly, her face, her age. "Jesus Christ. She's pregnant. She's old. Who the fuck is she? Is she married? Is she someone's wife?" 

Dorian stood up, naked, his body between her and Cass, his hands up, his voice low. "Cass, listen to me. Listen. This is—she's no one. She's no one you know. She's no one you need to worry about. Just—just let us get dressed. Let us leave. And we'll forget this ever happened. We'll—" 

"Forget?" Cass stepped into the room, and she saw his face in the light from the fire, saw the anger in his eyes, the hurt, the betrayal. "You've been fucking some woman in my house, in my bed, and you want me to forget? You want me to pretend I didn't see this? You want me to pretend you weren't inside her when I walked in?" 

Dorian's hands were shaking. She could see them shaking, could see the fear in his face, the fear that was not for himself, was for her, was for them, was for everything they had built and everything they were about to lose. 

"Cass," he said. "Please. Please. Just let us go. Just let us leave. And I'll—I'll do anything. I'll pay you. I'll—" 

Cass crossed the room in three strides, and his face was close to Dorian's, his voice low, his eyes hard. "You'll do anything? Anything? You'll let me fuck her? You'll let me do to her what you've been doing? You'll let me have her the way you've been having her?" 

She felt her stomach turn. She felt the baby move, felt the flutter of it, the presence of it, the life that was growing inside her, and she felt the fear rise in her, the fear that was not only for herself, was for her children, her family, her life. 

"No," Dorian said. His voice was firm now, the fear gone, replaced by something else, something that was anger. "No. You're not touching her. You're not—" 

Cass pushed him, hard, and Dorian stumbled, fell against the wall, and Cass turned to her, and she saw his face in the light from the fire, saw the wanting in his eyes, the wanting that was not only for her, was for power, was for control, was for the thing he had seen and could not have. 

"How much is she worth to you?" Cass said. "How much is she worth to keep this quiet? How much would her husband pay to know what she's been doing? How much would your mother pay to know what her son has been doing in her house, in her bed, with her best friend?" 

She felt the world stop. She felt the air leave her lungs, felt her heart stop beating, felt the baby stop moving. He knew. He knew who she was. He knew her name, her face, her life. He knew everything. 

"Cass," she said. Her voice was steady. She did not know how it was steady, but it was. "Cass, please. Please don't. Please don't tell anyone. Please. I have children. I have a husband. I have a life. Please. Please don't take that away from me." 

Cass looked at her, and she saw the calculation in his eyes, the weighing, the wanting. "You want me to keep your secret? You want me to pretend I didn't see this? You want me to let you go back to your husband, your children, your life, and pretend that you weren't here, in my bed, with his cock inside you?" 

She nodded. She could not speak. She could only nod, could only hope, could only pray. 

Cass smiled. It was not a nice smile. It was the smile of a man who had found something he wanted, something he could use, something he could take. 

"Then you're going to do something for me," he said. "You're going to do something for me, and I'm going to keep your secret. You're going to give me what I want, and I'm going to let you go back to your life. You're going to be mine, the way you've been his, and I'm going to keep your secret. Do you understand?" 

She looked at Dorian. His face was white, his hands clenched, his body shaking. He looked at her, and she saw the fear in his eyes, the fear that was not for himself, was for her, was for them, was for everything they had built and everything they were about to lose. 

"Do it," he said. His voice was broken, the voice of a man who had been defeated, who had lost, who had given up. "Do it. Do what he says. I'll—I'll make it right. I'll find a way. Just—just do what he says." 

She looked at Cass. She looked at his face, his eyes, his wanting. She thought about her children, about Theo's face, about Ivy's silence, about Nick's hands on her body, about the life she had built and the life she was about to lose. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove down the lane to her lover, who took off her dress, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who would do anything to keep her secret, the woman who would give anything to keep her life. 

"Okay," she said. "Okay. I'll do what you want. Just—just don't tell anyone. Just keep my secret. Just let me keep my life." 

Cass smiled. He crossed the room and stood in front of her, and she looked up at him, at his face, his eyes, his wanting. He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing her cheek, her lips, her throat, and she closed her eyes and let him touch her, let him take her, let him be the thing that was going to save her. 

"Good," he said. "Good. We're going to have a good time, you and me. We're going to have a very good time. And then I'm going to let you go back to your husband, your children, your life. And you're going to come back. You're going to come back whenever I want you. You're going to give me what I want. And I'm going to keep your secret. Do you understand?" 

She opened her eyes. She looked at him, at the man who was going to take her, who was going to use her, who was going to be the thing that saved her and destroyed her at the same time. 

"I understand," she said. "I understand." 

Chapter 24A: The Excuse

The week after Cass discovered them stretched ahead of her like a road with no landmarks. Not because of the waiting—she had learned to wait, had learned to fill the space between their meetings with the ordinary tasks of being the woman she was supposed to be. What made this week different was the lie she had to tell. A new lie, a smaller lie, a lie she had to make so real, so ordinary, so believable that Nick would not question it. 

She told him on a Tuesday. They were in the kitchen at Cwm Bryn, Nick making coffee, the rain falling against the windows. She had rehearsed the words a hundred times. 

"Nick," she said. "There's something I need to tell you." 

He looked up, his face open, unguarded. "What is it? Is it the baby?" 

She put her hand on her belly. The baby moved, a flutter, a shift. "There's a woman in Staunton. Mrs. Davies. Her husband is ill. She's been caring for him alone. I offered to help. To sit with him sometimes. To give her a break." 

Nick came around the table and took her hands. "That's wonderful. When do you need to go? I can take the children." 

"Just a few hours a day. In the afternoons. When Theo is at school." 

He kissed her forehead. "You're a good woman." 

She closed her eyes. She let him hold her, let him be the man who thought she was good, who thought she was kind, who thought she was the woman she had been before the summer, before the blue dress, before the pool, before the boy who had woken her. 

She went to Mrs. Davies's house that afternoon. She had to make the lie real. The house was on the edge of the village, a small stone cottage with a garden gone wild. An old woman opened the door, her face lined, her hands shaking. 

"I'm sorry to bother you," Corinna said. "My name is Corinna Preece. I live at Cwm Bryn. I heard your husband is ill. I wanted to see if there was anything I could do." 

The old woman looked at her for a long moment. Then she opened the door wider. 

The house was dark, the curtains drawn, the air thick with the smell of medicine. In the back room, a man lay in a bed, his face pale, his eyes closed, his breathing shallow. Corinna stood in the doorway and looked at him, at the man who was dying, the man who was the reason she could be with Dorian, the reason she could keep her secret. 

"I can come in the afternoons," she said. "I can sit with him. Read to him. Give you some time to rest." 

The old woman started to cry. She took Corinna's hands, her fingers cold, her grip weak. "Thank you. I don't know how much longer I could have done this alone." 

Corinna held her hands. She held the hands of the woman who was going to save her, the woman who did not know that her dying husband was the reason a married woman could go to her lover, could keep the life she had built from falling apart. 

"I'll come tomorrow," Corinna said. "Every afternoon. You don't have to do this alone anymore." 

She went to the cottage that afternoon. She drove from Mrs. Davies's house to the lane that led to the place where she was the woman she was, the woman who took off her dress, the woman who let him touch her, the woman who was his. 

He was waiting at the window. He turned when she came in, and his face changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening. 

She crossed the room and kissed him. "I found someone. An old woman in the village. Her husband is dying. I told Nick I was going to help her. He believes me. He thinks I'm being kind." 

He pulled her against him, his arms around her, his face in her hair. "And what are you? The woman who helps an old woman? Or the woman who comes to me?" 

She kissed him because there were no words. He kissed her back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied. 

He pulled her dress over her head. He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes moving over her face, her throat, her breasts, her belly. 

"You're going to see him tomorrow," he said. "Cass. You're going to let him take you. And I'm going to let him. Because if I don't, he'll tell everyone. He'll tell Nick. He'll tell the children. He'll tell the whole valley. And I'll lose you." 

She put her hand on his face. "You're not going to lose me. I'm yours. I've always been yours. No matter what he does to me. No matter what I let him do." 

He picked her up and carried her to the bed. He entered her, and she felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it, let herself be held by it. 

He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body. She came with his name on her lips. He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck. 

Afterward, she lay in his arms, his semen still inside her, his hand on her belly, his heart beating against her chest. The light was fading. 

"I have to go," she said. "To Mrs. Davies's house. To make the lie real." 

He held her tighter. "Stay. Stay until you have to go." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the old woman, the dying man, the house that smelled of medicine. She thought about the lie she had told, the lie she was going to keep telling, the lie that was going to save her, the lie that was going to destroy her. 

"I can't," she said. "I have to be the woman who helps. I have to be the woman Nick thinks I am. I have to be that woman, because that woman is the only thing keeping me alive." 

She dressed in the clothes she had worn, the clothes that made her look like the woman she was supposed to be. She stood at the door and looked at him. 

"I'll come back. I'll always come back." 

She drove to Mrs. Davies's house. She sat with the dying man and read to him from a book she was not reading. She was the woman who helped, the woman who was kind, the woman Nick thought she was. And all the while, she felt him inside her, felt his semen still warm between her thighs, felt his wanting in her blood. 

She was his. She had always been his. She would always be his. And tomorrow, she would go to Cass. Tomorrow, she would let him take her. Tomorrow, she would become the woman who did what she had to do to keep her secret, to keep her life, to keep the mask from falling. 

She closed her eyes. The old man slept. The book fell from her hands. She sat in the darkness and waited for tomorrow. 

Chapter 25: The Demand 

The days that followed were a fog. 

She moved through them like a woman walking underwater—the sounds muffled, the light distorted, the edges of things blurred and indistinct. She made breakfast. She drove Theo to school. She answered Nick's calls. She lay beside him in the dark and let him touch her and pretended she was somewhere else, someone else, anyone else. 

Cass had given her a week. One week to think about what he wanted. One week to prepare herself. One week to say goodbye to the woman she had been before he took her and made her into something else. 

She did not tell Dorian. She could not tell Dorian. She had seen his face in the cottage, the fear, the defeat, the way he had said do it, do what he says, and she knew that he could not save her, that no one could save her, that she was alone in this, that she had to save herself. 

She thought about telling Nick. She lay beside him in the dark and thought about rolling over, putting her mouth to his ear, telling him everything. I've been fucking your son's friend. I've been fucking him all summer. I've been lying to you for months. I've been pretending to love you when I love someone else. And now a man named Cass is going to take me, and I'm going to let him, because I'm afraid of losing everything I have. 

She did not tell him. She lay beside him and listened to him breathe and felt the baby move and thought about the life she had built and the life she was about to lose. 

On the third day, Cass sent her a message. She was in the kitchen at Cwm Bryn, Theo at school, Ivy in her room, the house quiet, and her phone buzzed on the counter, and and she looked at the screen and saw Cass's name. 

You know what I want. You have four days. Don't make me wait. 

She stared at the words. Her hands were shaking. She set the phone down and walked to the window and looked out at the valley, at the fields, at the hills beyond, and she thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove down the lane to her lover, who took off her dress, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who would do anything to keep her secret, the woman who would let a stranger take her because she was afraid of losing everything she had. 

She picked up the phone. She typed: I need more time. 

His reply came immediately: You've had enough time. Four days. Don't make me tell your husband what his wife has been doing. Don't make me tell your children what their mother has been doing. Don't make me tell the whole valley what you've been doing in my house, in my bed. 

She set the phone down. She stood at the window and looked out at the valley and felt the baby move and thought about the woman she was, the woman who was going to let a stranger take her, the woman who was going to give him what he wanted because she was afraid of losing everything she had. 

On the fourth day, she went to see Dorian. 

She drove to the cottage. The lane was wet, the trees bare, the sky grey, and she drove with her hands tight on the steering wheel and her heart in her throat and the fear rising in her like a tide. She did not know what she was going to say. She did not know what she was going to do. She knew only that she could not do this alone, that she needed him, that she needed to see his face, to hear his voice, to feel his hands on her skin. 

He was waiting for her in the cottage. He was standing at the window, his back to her, his hands in his pockets, and he turned when she came in, and she saw his face, the fear in his eyes, the guilt, the shame. 

"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm so sorry. I should have—I should have stopped him. I should have—" 

She crossed the room and took his face in her hands and kissed him, and the kiss was soft, sad, a thing that was not urgent, was not desperate, was something else, was a goodbye. 

"It's not your fault," she said. "It's not your fault. It's mine. It's all mine. I did this. I chose this. I chose you. And now I have to pay for it." 


He pulled her against him, his arms around her, his face in her hair, and she felt his body shake, felt his tears on her skin, felt the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real. 

"I'll find a way," he said. "I'll find a way to stop him. I'll find a way to make this right. I'll find a way to—" 

She put her fingers on his lips, silencing him. "There's no way. There's no way to stop him. There's no way to make this right. There's only what he wants and what I have to do to keep my life. My children. My family. Everything I've built." 

He looked at her, and she saw the wanting in his eyes, the wanting that was not only for her body, was for her, was for the woman she was, the woman she had become, the woman she was about to lose. 

"What are you going to do?" he asked. 

She closed her eyes. She thought about Cass, about his face, his eyes, his wanting. She thought about what he would do to her, what she would let him do, what she would become. 

"I'm going to do what he wants," she said. "I'm going to let him take me. I'm going to let him do whatever he wants to me. And then I'm going to go back to my life, and I'm going to pretend that none of this happened. I'm going to be the wife, the mother, the friend. I'm going to be the woman I was before. And I'm going to forget that any of this ever happened." 

He shook his head. "You can't. You can't forget. You can't pretend. You're not that woman. You've never been that woman. You're the woman who came to me in the afternoons. You're the woman who took off her dress. You're the woman who let me touch her and taste her and fill her. You're the woman who said my name when she came. You're the woman who told me she didn't love her husband. You're the woman who told me she loved me. You're that woman. You'll always be that woman. You can't go back. You can't unbecome what you've become." 

She kissed him. She kissed him because there were no words for what she was feeling, because the words would break her, because the wanting was a thing that could not be said, could only be done, could only be felt, could only be lived. 

"Then I'll be that woman," she said. "I'll be the woman who loves you. I'll be the woman who is yours. But I'll also be the woman who does what she has to do to keep her children. To keep her family. To keep her life. I'll be both. I'll be everything. I'll be nothing. I'll be whoever I have to be to survive." 

He held her, his arms around her, his face in her hair, and she stood in his arms and felt the baby move and thought about the woman she was, the woman who was going to let a stranger take her, the woman who was going to do whatever he wanted, the woman who was going to survive. 

On the seventh day, she went to Cass. 

She drove to the cottage. The lane was dark, the trees black against the sky, the fields empty, the hills silent. She parked beside his car and sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart in her throat and the fear rising in her like a tide. 

She got out of the car. The air was cold, the first edge of winter in it, and she pulled her coat around her and walked up the path to the door. It opened before she could knock, and he was there, his face in the light from the fire, his eyes on her, his wanting the same as hers, and not the same, was something else, was power, was control, was the thing he was going to take from her. 

"You came," he said. 

She looked at him. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove down the lane to her lover, who took off her dress, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who would do anything to keep her secret, the woman who would let a stranger take her because she was afraid of losing everything she had. 

"I came," she said. "I'm here. Do what you want. Take what you want. I won't fight you. I won't stop you. Just—just let me keep my life. Let me keep my children. Let me keep my family. That's all I ask. Just let me keep what I have." 

He smiled. It was not a nice smile. It was the smile of a man who had won, who had taken, who had claimed. 

"Come inside," he said. "We have a lot to talk about. We have a lot to do. And then, when I'm done with you, you're going to go back to your husband, your children, your life. And you're going to come back. You're going to come back whenever I want you. You're going to give me what I want. And I'm going to keep your secret. Do you understand?" 

She stepped inside. The door closed behind her. The fire was burning, the room was warm, and she stood in the cottage where she had been with Dorian, where she had been happy, where she had been free, and she looked at the man who was going to take her, and she felt nothing, nothing except the fear, and the wanting, and the thing that was going to consume her. 

"I understand," she said. "I understand." 

Chapter 26: The First Threesome 

The fire had burned down to embers. The room was half-dark, shadows pooling in the corners, the only light the orange glow that flickered across the walls. She stood in the center of it, her coat on the floor beside her, her hands at her sides, her body still. She had not moved since Cass closed the door. She had not spoken. She had simply stood there, waiting, because waiting was the only thing she could do. 

Cass circled her. She could feel his eyes on her, moving over her body, assessing her, claiming her. He was not Dorian. Dorian looked at her like she was something precious, something to be worshipped. Cass looked at her like she was something to be used. 

"He'll be here soon," Cass said. "I told him to come. I told him to watch. I told him to do what I say, or everyone finds out what his little whore has been doing in my house, in my bed." 

She did not answer. She stood in the center of the room with her hands at her sides and her eyes on the fire and her mind somewhere else, somewhere far away, somewhere no one could touch her. 

"Take off your clothes," Cass said. "I want to see you. I want to see what he's been fucking. I want to see what I'm going to take." 

She did not move. She stood in the center of the room and looked at the fire and thought about her children, about Theo's face when he laughed, about Ivy's silence that was not silence, was something else, was the thing that was growing between them, the thing she had put there. She thought about Nick, about his hands on her body, about his voice in her ear, about the life she had built and the life she was destroying. 

"I said take off your clothes." 

She reached for the hem of her sweater. Her hands were steady. She did not know how they were steady, but they were. She pulled the sweater over her head and dropped it on the floor. She unbuttoned her jeans and pushed them down her legs and stepped out of them. She stood in her underwear, the matching set, the one she wore for Dorian, the one that meant she was his. 

Cass stepped closer. His hand was on her face, his fingers tracing her cheek, her lips, her throat. She did not move. She did not close her eyes. She looked at the fire and let him touch her, let him take her, let him be the thing that was going to save her. 

"You're beautiful," he said. "I can see why he wanted you. I can see why he risked everything for you. I can see why he couldn't stay away." 

His hand moved lower, over her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts. He traced the edge of her bra, his fingers moving slowly, deliberately, and she felt her body respond, felt her nipples tighten, felt the wetness between her thighs, and she hated herself for it, hated her body for betraying her, hated the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real. 

He unhooked her bra and let it fall. He looked at her breasts, full and heavy, the nipples dark, the skin pale in the firelight. He cupped them in his hands, his thumbs circling her nipples, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not wanted, was not chosen, was just there, was just her body responding to his touch. 

He pulled her underwear down her legs, and she stepped out of them, and she stood before him naked, her body open to him, her wanting open to him, her self open to him. He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes moving over her face, her throat, her breasts, her belly, the place between her thighs that was wet, that was ready, that was betraying her. 

"Get on the bed," he said. "On your hands and knees. I want to see you. I want to see what he sees when he fucks you from behind." 

She moved to the bed. She climbed onto it, her hands on the blankets, her knees on the mattress, her back arched, her head down. She heard him move behind her, heard his belt unbuckle, heard his trousers fall to the floor. She felt his hands on her hips, his fingers digging into her skin, and she waited, waited for what was coming, waited for what she had agreed to, waited for the thing that was going to save her. 

The door opened. She heard footsteps on the stairs, heard the bedroom door open, heard Dorian's voice, low, broken. "Cass. Don't. Please. Don't do this." 

Cass laughed. "Don't do this? Don't do what? Don't fuck her? Don't take what you've been taking all summer? Don't have what you've been having? She's here. She's on my bed. She's wet. She's ready. She's waiting for me. And you're going to watch. You're going to watch me take her. You're going to watch her come for me. And then you're going to do what I say, or everyone finds out what she is. What you made her. What she's become." 

She heard Dorian move closer, heard his breathing, ragged, uneven, heard the wanting in it, the wanting that was the same as hers, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to consume them both. 

"Cass," she said. Her voice was steady. She did not know how it was steady, but it was. "Cass. Let him stay. Let him watch. Let him do what you want him to do. I'll do what you want. I'll give you what you want. Just—just don't hurt him. Don't hurt anyone. Just let this be what it is. Let it be what it has to be." 

Cass was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "You heard her. Get on the bed. On your knees. Next to her. I want to see you together. I want to see what you look like when you're both mine." 

She heard Dorian move. She heard his clothes hit the floor. She felt the bed shift as he climbed onto it, felt his body beside hers, his heat, his wanting, his fear. 

Cass moved behind her. She felt his hands on her hips, his fingers digging into her skin, and she felt his cock against her, pressing against her, and she closed her eyes and waited, waited for what was coming, waited for what she had agreed to, waited for the thing that was going to save her. 

He entered her from behind. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out, to keep from making a sound, to keep from giving him the satisfaction of hearing her. He moved quickly, roughly, his hands tight on her hips, his breath hot on her neck, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not wanted, was not chosen, was just there, was just her body responding to him. 

"Look at him," Cass said. "Look at him watching you. Look at him watching me fuck you. Look at him knowing that you're mine now. That you'll always be mine. That I can have you whenever I want. That I can do whatever I want to you. And he can't do anything. He can't stop me. He can't save you. He can only watch." 

She opened her eyes. Dorian was beside her, on his knees, his body shaking, his face white, his eyes on her, and she saw the wanting in them, the wanting that was the same as hers, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to consume them both. 

"Suck him," Cass said. "Suck his cock. I want to see you with him in your mouth while I'm inside you. I want to see what you look like when you're taking both of us." 

She turned to Dorian. His cock was hard, and she reached for him, her hand on him, her mouth on him, and she took him in her mouth, tasted him, felt him fill her throat, felt his hands in her hair, felt his body shake, and she heard Cass behind her, heard him groan, felt him move inside her, felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not wanted, was not chosen, was just there, was just her body responding to them. 

Cass's hand came down on her ass. Hard. The sting of it, the shock of it, and she gasped around Dorian's cock, her body jerking, and Cass laughed, his hand coming down again, again, the slap of it echoing in the room, and she felt the pain and the pleasure and the wanting, and she did not know where one ended and the other began. 

Cass's fingers moved to her anus, pressing, pushing, two fingers sliding inside her, stretching her, and she moaned around Dorian's cock, her body shaking, her hands clutching Dorian's thighs, and she felt the pleasure building in her, building faster than before, building toward something she could not control. 

She came with a cry, her body convulsing around Cass's cock, her mouth still on Dorian, her hands still on his thighs, and she felt Cass come inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. Dorian came in her mouth, his body tensing, his hands tightening in her hair, and she swallowed, tasted him, felt him fill her throat, and she lay on the bed, her body shaking, her mind empty, her body full. 

Afterward, she lay on the bed with her face in the pillows, her body still, her mind blank. She heard them moving around her, heard them talking, heard Cass's voice, low, satisfied, heard Dorian's voice, broken, defeated. 

"Clean her up," Cass said. "Get her cleaned up. Get her dressed. Get her out of here. And then you're going to come back. You're going to come back whenever I tell you. You're going to bring her back whenever I tell you. And we're going to do this again. We're going to do this again and again, until I'm done with her. Until I'm done with both of you." 

She felt hands on her, gentle hands, Dorian's hands, and he turned her onto her back and looked at her, his face close to hers, his eyes wet, his mouth open. 

"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry." 

She reached for his face, her hand on his cheek, her fingers tracing the tears that were falling down his face. "Don't be sorry. Don't be sorry. It's not your fault. It's not your fault. It's mine. It's all mine. I did this. I chose this. I chose you. And now I have to pay for it." 

He kissed her, and the kiss was soft, sad, a thing that was not urgent, was not desperate, was something else, was a promise, was a goodbye, was a beginning. 

"Come back to me," he said. "When this is over. When he's done with us. Come back to me. Come back to the woman you are. Come back to the woman who is mine." 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove down the lane to her lover, who took off her dress, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who lay on a stranger's bed with two men's semen inside her, the woman who had let them take her, who had let them use her, who had come with their hands on her and their cocks inside her and their wanting in her blood. 

"I'll come back," she said. "I'll always come back." 

Chapter 27: The Second Threesome 

She chose the day. 

That was the difference. The first time, Cass had chosen. He had told her when to come, where to be, what to wear. He had taken her the way a man takes something he has stolen—quickly, without care, without tenderness. She had come despite herself, her body betraying her, rising to meet them, tightening around Cass's cock and swallowing Dorian's semen and demanding more. 

That had been two weeks ago. She had gone home and showered and stood in front of the mirror and looked at the woman she had become. She had not recognized the woman who looked back. 

She had gone back to her life. She had made breakfast for Theo. She had driven him to school. She had answered Nick's calls. She had lain beside her husband in the dark and let him touch her, and she had closed her eyes and seen Cass's face, Dorian's face, felt their hands on her, their mouths, their cocks, and she had come with both their names on her lips and Nick had not known, would never know, could never know. 

She had thought about that for two weeks. She had thought about the way her body had responded, the way she had come despite herself, the way she had wanted more even as she hated herself for wanting it. She had thought about the power she had given them, the power they had taken, the power she wanted to take back. 

She chose the day. She sent Cass a message: Tomorrow. The cottage. Two o'clock. I want Dorian there too. 

His reply had been immediate: Whatever you want. 

She spent the morning preparing. She showered slowly, the water hot against her skin, and she washed her hair and shaved her legs and stood in the steam and thought about what she was going to do. She was not going to let them take her. She was going to take them. She was going to use them the way they had used her. She was going to be the one in control. 

She chose her clothes carefully. Nothing that was easy to remove. Nothing that was for them. A dress that buttoned down the front, the buttons small, difficult. Underneath, the underwear she had bought for Dorian, the matching set, the one that was hers, that was theirs, that Cass had never seen. She would make him wait. She would make them both wait. She would make them earn what she gave them. 

She drove to the cottage. The lane was grey, the fields empty, the trees bare, the sky low and heavy. She parked beside Cass's car, beside Dorian's, and she sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart beating in her chest. She was afraid. But she was also hungry. She was also wanting. She was also the woman who had been sleeping for years and was finally, finally awake. 

She walked up the path to the door. It opened before she could knock, and Dorian was there, his face pale, his eyes dark, his hands shaking. He had not been the same since the first time. He had watched Cass take her, had held her hair while she choked on his cock, had come in her mouth and watched Cass come inside her, and he had not been able to look at her afterward, had not been able to speak, had not been able to be the man he had been before. 

She looked at him, and she felt something that was not pity, was not love, was something else, was the thing that had been between them since the summer, the thing that had not been destroyed by Cass, the thing that was still there, that would always be there. 

"It's all right," she said. "It's all right. I'm here. I'm choosing this. I'm choosing you." 

She stepped inside. Cass was in the chair by the fire, his feet up, a glass of something in his hand, his eyes on her. He was not a bad-looking man, she thought. He was young, his body hard, his face sharp, his eyes hungry. He was the man who had taken her, who had blackmailed her, who had made her into something she had not been before. And she was going to make him into something too. 

"You're late," he said. 

She closed the door behind her. She did not answer. She crossed the room and stood in front of him, and she looked down at him, and she let him look at her, let him see the dress, the buttons, the skin beneath. 

"I'm not late," she said. "I'm exactly on time." 

She reached for the first button. She undid it slowly, watching his face, watching his eyes follow her fingers. She undid the second button, the third, the fourth, and she saw his breathing change, saw his hands tighten on the arms of the chair, saw the wanting rise in him, the wanting that was the same as hers, and not the same, was something else, was the thing she was going to take from him. 

She undid the last button. The dress fell open, and she was standing in front of him in the underwear she had chosen, the matching set, the one that was hers, that was theirs, that he had never seen. She saw his eyes move over her body, her breasts, her belly, the place between her thighs, and she saw the wanting in him, the hunger, the need. 

"Tonight," she said, "we do things my way. You do what I say. You touch me where I tell you. You fuck me how I tell you. And when I'm done, when I've had what I want, then you can have what you want. Do you understand?" 

He looked at her for a long moment. She saw the anger in his eyes, the resistance, the thing that wanted to push back, to take, to claim. She saw him weigh it, saw him decide, saw him surrender. 

"I understand," he said. 

She smiled. It was not a nice smile. It was the smile of a woman who had taken back what was hers, who was not going to let it go, who was going to use it the way it had been used against her. 

She turned to Dorian. He was standing by the window, his back to the light, his face in shadow, his hands at his sides. She crossed the room and stood in front of him, and she took his face in her hands and kissed him, and the kiss was soft, slow, a thing that was not for Cass, was for them, was for the thing that had been between them before Cass had come between them. 

"I want you to watch," she said. "I want you to watch what I do to him. I want you to watch what he does to me. I want you to see me. I want you to see who I am. I want you to see who I've become." 

She turned back to Cass. He was standing now, his glass on the floor, his eyes on her, his wanting a thing that filled the room. She walked to the bed and lay down on it, her body stretched out, her arms above her head, her legs apart. She looked at him, and she let him look at her, let him see her, let him want her. 

"Come here," she said. 

He came to the bed. He knelt beside her, his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin, and she let him touch her, let him taste her, let him want her. She felt his mouth on her neck, her breasts, her belly, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his mouth, was from the power, the control, the thing she was taking from him. 

"Slower," she said. "Slower. I want to feel everything. I want to feel you want me. I want to feel you need me. I want to feel you beg." 

His mouth moved lower. His tongue found her clitoris, and she gasped, her body arching, her hands in his hair, and she felt the pleasure building in her, building faster than before, building toward something she could not control. She came with a cry, her body convulsing, her hands pulling his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his mouth still on her, his tongue still moving, still giving her what she needed. 

She pushed him away. She sat up and looked at him, at his face, at the wanting in his eyes, the hunger that was not satisfied, that was only growing. 

"Now Dorian," she said. "I want Dorian to taste me. I want to taste him. I want to taste both of you. I want to be full of both of you. I want to be the thing that makes you come. I want to be the thing that makes you forget everything except me." 

Dorian came to the bed. He knelt between her thighs, and she looked at him, at his face, his eyes, his wanting, and she saw the man she had fallen in love with, the man who had waited for her, who had wanted her, who had made her into something she had not been before. 

"Taste me," she said. "Taste what he did to me. Taste what I am. Taste what I've become." 

He put his mouth on her. His tongue found her clitoris, and she cried out, her body arching, her hands in his hair, and she felt the pleasure building in her again, the pleasure that was not only from his mouth, was from him, was from the thing that had been between them since the summer, the thing that had not been destroyed, the thing that was still there, that would always be there. 

She came with his name on her lips, her body convulsing, her hands pulling his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his mouth still on her, his tongue still moving, still giving her what she needed. 

She pushed him away. She sat up and looked at them, at the two men who had taken her, who had used her, who had made her into something she had not been before. She looked at them, and she saw the wanting in their eyes, the hunger, the need, and she knew that she was the one who was going to give them what they wanted, that she was the one who was going to take from them what she needed. 

"On your knees," she said. "Both of you. On your knees. I want to see you. I want to see what you look like when you're waiting for me. I want to see what you look like when you're mine." 

They knelt. Cass on one side, Dorian on the other, their faces level with her thighs, their hands on her body, their mouths on her skin. She closed her eyes and let them touch her, let them taste her, let them want her. She felt their hands on her breasts, her belly, her thighs, felt their mouths on her neck, her shoulders, her arms, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from their hands, was from the power, the control, the thing she was taking from them. 

"Now," she said. "I want you inside me. Both of you. I want to feel you. I want to feel what you do to me. I want to feel what I do to you." 

Cass moved behind her, his hands on her hips, his cock pressing against her, and she felt him enter her from behind, felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely. Dorian knelt in front of her, his cock at her lips, and she opened her mouth and took him inside her, tasted him, felt him, wanted him. 

They moved together, Cass fucking her from behind, Dorian's cock in her mouth, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from their bodies, was from the power, the control, the thing she was taking from them and giving to them and taking back again. 

She came with a cry, her body convulsing around Cass's cock, her mouth tight around Dorian's, and she felt them come with her, felt Cass pulse inside her, felt Dorian pulse in her mouth, and she swallowed, swallowed everything they gave her, swallowed the thing that was theirs and the thing that was hers and the thing that was becoming theirs together. 

Afterward, she lay between them, her body still trembling, her mind empty, her body full. Cass was on one side, his hand on her belly, his breath warm on her neck. Dorian was on the other, his face in her hair, his hand on her breast, his heart beating against her chest. 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had driven down the lane to her lover, who had taken off her dress, who had let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who had taken two men, who had made them kneel, who had made them beg, who had made them hers. 

"Was that what you wanted?" Cass asked. His voice was different now, softer, the edge gone, the hunger satisfied, for now. 

She opened her eyes. She looked at him, at his face, his eyes, his wanting that was still there, that would always be there. 

"It was what I wanted," she said. "It was what I needed. It was what I am. What I've become. What I'll always be." 

Dorian kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them all. 

She lay between them, her body full of their semen, her hands on their bodies, her heart beating against their hearts, and she thought about the woman she was, the woman who had taken back what was hers, who was not going to let it go, who was going to use it the way it had been used against her. 

She was not the woman she had been before. She was not the woman who had driven down the lane to her lover, who had taken off her dress, who had let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She was something else. She was something new. She was something that was only beginning to understand what it was. 

She closed her eyes. She listened to their hearts. She felt the baby move. She thought about nothing at all. 

Chapter 28: The Third Threesome

The cottage was dark when she arrived, the only light the fire burning in the grate, the only sound the wind moving through the bare trees outside. She parked beside the two cars already there—his, and the other one, the one that belonged to the man who had changed everything, who had taken her and made her into something she had not known she could be.

She sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel. Her heart was steady now. The fear that had consumed her in the first weeks was gone, replaced by something else, something she had not expected, something that had grown in her through the nights she had spent in this cottage, through the things they had done to her, through the things she had done to them.

She was twenty-six weeks pregnant. Her belly was full and round, the baby moving constantly now, a presence that she carried with her everywhere, that she carried into this cottage, that she carried into the bed where two men were waiting for her.

She got out of the car. The air was cold, her breath misting in front of her face, and she walked up the path to the door and pushed it open without knocking.

The fire was the only light. It threw shadows across the walls, across the bed where they were waiting, across their faces—Dorian's, the one she loved, and Cass's, the one she had learned to want.

They were naked. They had been waiting for her. She stood in the doorway and looked at them, at the bodies she had come to know, at the wanting in their eyes, at the hunger that was the same as hers and not the same, was something else, was the thing that had grown in her through the weeks she had spent in this cottage.

Cass stood first. He crossed the room and stood in front of her, and she looked up at him, at his face, his eyes, his mouth. He was twenty-one, a year older than Dorian, his body thicker, his hands rougher, his wanting sharper. He had taken her first with threats, with fear, with the power he had over her. Now he took her because she let him, because she wanted him, because she had become the woman who wanted two men, who needed two men, who could not be satisfied by one.

He put his hands on her coat, pushing it off her shoulders, and she let it fall to the floor. He pulled her sweater over her head, and she stood before him in the clothes she had chosen, the ones she wore for them, the ones that meant she was theirs.

"You took your time," he said. His voice was low, rough, the voice of a man who had been waiting, who was done waiting.

"The roads were bad. Ice on the lane. I drove slow."

He unhooked her bra and let it fall, and his hands were on her breasts, his thumbs on her nipples, and she gasped, her body arching into him, her hands finding his shoulders. He kissed her neck, her throat, her collarbone, and she closed her eyes and let him touch her, let him take her, let him be the thing that had become as necessary as breathing.

"She's wet already," Cass said. She heard Dorian move behind her, felt his hands on her hips, her thighs, felt him press against her, his cock hard against her.

"Let me see," Dorian said. His voice was softer, younger, the voice of the boy she had loved, the man she still loved, the one who had been the first to touch her, the first to taste her, the first to be inside her.

Cass turned her around, and she faced Dorian, and she saw the wanting in his eyes, the same wanting that had been there since the first day she stood on the terrace and watched him swim. He knelt in front of her, his hands on her jeans, pulling them down her legs, and she stepped out of them and stood before them naked, her body open to them, her wanting open to them, her self open to them.

Dorian pressed his face to her belly, to the place where her child was growing, and she felt his lips on her skin, felt the kiss through her flesh, through the walls of her womb, through the life that was growing inside her. He looked up at her, and his eyes were the colour of the sky after the storm, and she saw in them something that was not only wanting, was something else, was the thing that had been between them since the beginning.

"I want to taste you," he said. "I want to taste you before he takes you. I want to taste you when you're still mine."

He pushed her onto the bed, and she lay on her back, her head on the pillows, her thighs open, her body waiting. He knelt between her thighs and put his mouth on her, his tongue on her clitoris, and she cried out, her hands in his hair, her body arching into him, the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that had been building for the days since she had last been here, for the weeks since this had begun, for the months since she had become the woman she was.

Cass moved behind her. She felt him on the bed, felt his hands on her breasts, his mouth on her neck, his cock pressing against her thigh. She was surrounded by them, between them, theirs.

"Let me see her come," Cass said. "Let me see what she looks like when she comes for you."

Dorian's mouth moved on her, his tongue circling her clitoris, his fingers sliding inside her, and she felt the pleasure building in her, building faster than before, building toward something she could not control. She came with a cry, her body convulsing, her hands pulling Dorian's hair, her voice filling the room, and they held her through it, Dorian's mouth still on her, Cass's hands still on her, their bodies pressed against hers.

Cass pulled her onto her hands and knees. She felt him behind her, his hands on her hips, his cock pressing against her, and she looked back at him over her shoulder, saw his face in the firelight, saw the wanting in his eyes.

"You know what I want," he said.

She did. She had learned what he wanted in the weeks they had spent in this cottage. She had learned to give it to him, had learned to want it, had learned to need it.

He entered her from behind. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely, and she moaned, her hands on the bed, her body moving with his. He moved quickly, roughly, his hands tight on her hips, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his hands, his body, his wanting.

Dorian moved in front of her. She saw his cock, hard, waiting, and she opened her mouth for him, took him in, tasted him. He was salt and skin and the taste she had come to know, the taste she had come to want, the taste she had come to need.

Cass's hand came down on her ass, hard, the sting of it sharp, and she gasped around Dorian's cock, the sensation of it, the pain and the pleasure together. Another slap, and another, and she felt herself climbing, rising, reaching for the thing they were giving her.

Cass's fingers found her anus, pressing, pushing, two fingers sliding inside her, and she moaned around Dorian's cock, the fullness of it, the stretch of it, the way they were filling her, both of them, everywhere.

She came with a cry, her body convulsing, her hands clutching the bed, her voice filling the room, and they held her through it, Cass's cock still inside her, Dorian's cock still in her mouth, their hands on her body, their wanting the same as hers.

Cass pulled out of her, and she felt the loss of him, the emptiness where he had been, and she turned onto her back and looked at them, at the two men who had taken her, who had made her, who had become the thing she could not live without.

"Now," Cass said. "Now you're going to take both of us. You're going to take me here—" he touched her anus, his finger pressing, "—and you're going to take him here—" he touched her vagina, his finger sliding inside her, "—and you're going to come with both of us inside you. And then you're going to swallow everything we give you. And then you're going to go back to your husband, your children, your life. And tomorrow, you're going to come back, and you're going to do it again."

She lay on the bed, her body open to them, her wanting open to them, her self open to them. She looked at Dorian, at the man she loved, and she looked at Cass, at the man she had learned to want, and she felt nothing, nothing except the wanting, and the need, and the thing that had become the only thing that was real.

"Do it," she said. "Do it. Take me. Both of you. Fill me. Make me yours. Make me come. Make me forget everything except this."

They prepared her together. Cass's fingers in her anus, stretching her, opening her, and Dorian's mouth on her clitoris, his tongue circling, pressing, building the pleasure in her. She lay on her back, her legs open, her body open, and she let them do what they wanted, let them take what they wanted, let them make her into what they wanted.

Dorian moved over her, his cock pressing against her vagina, and he entered her slowly, the stretch of him, the fullness of him, and she cried out, her hands in his hair, her body arching into him. He moved inside her, slowly, deliberately, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from his hands, his mouth, his wanting.

Cass moved behind her. She felt him on the bed, felt his hands on her hips, felt his cock pressing against her anus, and she breathed, let herself open, let herself take him. He entered her slowly, the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely, and she cried out at the sensation of it, the fullness of it, the way they were both inside her, both filling her, both taking her.

They moved together, their rhythm slow at first, then faster, harder, and she felt the pleasure building in her, building faster than before, building toward something she could not control. Dorian's hand was on her clitoris, his fingers circling, pressing, and Cass's hands were on her hips, holding her steady, and she was between them, theirs, everything.

She came with a scream, her body convulsing, her hands clutching the bed, her voice filling the room, and they held her through it, Dorian's cock still inside her, Cass's cock still inside her, their hands on her body, their wanting the same as hers.

Dorian came first, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back. Cass came moments later, his body tensing, his hands tightening on her hips, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back.

She lay beneath them, her body trembling, her mind empty, her body full, and she did not move, did not want to move, did not want to lose the feeling of them inside her, the completeness of being filled by both of them.

Afterward, they pulled out of her, and she felt the loss of them, the emptiness where they had been. She lay on the bed, her legs open, her body wet with sweat and semen, and she watched them move around the room, Dorian fetching water, Cass building up the fire.

Dorian came to her first. He knelt beside the bed and pressed a glass of water into her hands, and she drank, the water cold on her throat, and he kissed her forehead, her lips, her throat.

"You're shaking," he said.

She was. Her hands were shaking, her legs, her whole body. The orgasms had taken everything from her, had emptied her out, had left her hollow and full at the same time.

"I'm fine," she said. "I just need—I need a minute."

Cass came to the bed. He sat on the edge of it, his hand on her thigh, his face in the firelight. He was not gentle like Dorian. He had never been gentle. But there was something in his face now that had not been there in the beginning, something that was not only wanting, was something else, was respect, was gratitude, was the thing that had grown between them in the weeks they had spent in this cottage.

"You did good," he said. "You did real good."

She looked at him. She thought about the first time, the fear, the anger, the way he had taken her because he could, because he had the power, because she had no choice. She thought about the weeks between then and now, the nights she had spent in this cottage, the things he had done to her, the things she had done to him. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman she was, the woman she was becoming.

"I didn't do it for you," she said. "I did it for me. I did it because I wanted to. I did it because I needed to. I did it because I'm not the woman I was before. I'm not the woman who was afraid of you. I'm not the woman who let you take her because she had no choice. I'm the woman who chooses this. I'm the woman who wants this. I'm the woman who comes here because she needs to be here. Because she needs to be with him. Because she needs to be with you. Because she needs to be the woman she is when she's with both of you."

Cass looked at her for a long moment. Then he nodded, and his hand tightened on her thigh, and she saw something in his face that she had not seen before, something that was not only wanting, was something else, was the thing that had been growing in him too.

"You're not what I thought you were," he said. "When I first saw you. When I first took you. I thought you were just some woman. Some rich woman who couldn't keep her legs closed. Some woman who was going to do what I said because she was afraid. But you're not that woman. You're something else. Something I didn't know existed."

She sat up, the glass in her hands, her body still shaking, her mind still empty. She looked at Dorian, at the man she loved, and she looked at Cass, at the man she had learned to want, and she felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real.

"What am I?" she asked.

Cass shook his head. "I don't know. I don't have a word for it. But I know I've never met anyone like you. And I know I'm not going to forget you. And I know that when this is over, when you go back to your life, when you're the woman you're supposed to be, I'm going to remember this. I'm going to remember you. I'm going to remember what you let us do to you. What you did to us."

She set the glass down. She lay back on the bed, her head on the pillows, her body still trembling, her mind still empty. She looked at the ceiling, at the shadows from the fire, and she thought about the woman she was, the woman who lay in a stranger's bed with two men's semen inside her, the woman who had let them take her and had wanted it, had needed it, had become it.

"One more time," she said. "Before I go. One more time. Both of you. Everything you have. Everything you are. Give it to me. And then I'll go back to my life. I'll be the woman I'm supposed to be. And tomorrow, I'll come back, and I'll do it again. Because I can't stop. Because I don't want to stop. Because this is who I am now. This is who I've become."

They came to her. Dorian first, his mouth on hers, his hands on her body, his wanting the same as hers. Cass behind her, his hands on her hips, his cock pressing against her, and she opened for them, took them, became them.

She came three more times before the fire burned low. She lost count after that. She lost herself. She became the thing they wanted, the thing she wanted, the thing she had been becoming since the first day she stood on the terrace and watched a boy swim in a pool and felt something wake in her that had been sleeping for years.

She left at dawn. The sky was grey, the fields white with frost, the lane slick with ice. She drove slowly, her hands on the steering wheel, her body still humming, her mind still empty. She thought about the cottage, about the fire, about the men who were sleeping there, about the things they had done to her, about the things she had done to them.

She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove home at dawn with two men's semen still inside her, the woman who was going to walk into her house and make breakfast for her children and answer her husband's calls and be the woman she was supposed to be.

She was not that woman. She was not the woman who drove home at dawn. She was not the woman who made breakfast. She was not the woman who answered her husband's calls. She was the woman who lay in a stranger's bed with two men inside her. She was the woman who came with their names on her lips. She was the woman who was theirs.

She was both. She was everything. She was nothing. She was the woman she had become.

Chapter 29: The Secret 

She ended the arrangement on a Tuesday. 

The decision came to her not as a revelation but as a recognition, a thing she had known for weeks, for months, for the whole length of this strange, suspended time that had changed her and unmade her and remade her into someone she had not known she could be. She woke in the grey light of dawn, the baby moving inside her, Nick's arm heavy across her waist, and she lay in the silence and listened to her husband breathe and thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove to a cottage on the far side of the valley, who lay in a stranger's bed with two men inside her, who came with their names on her lips and then came home and made breakfast and was the woman everyone thought she was. 

She could not do it anymore. Not because she did not want it—the wanting was still there, would always be there, was the thing that had woken her and made her and would not let her go. But because the wanting had become something else, something that was not only hers, was not only his, was not only theirs. It had become a weight, a pressure, a thing that was pressing on her from all sides, and she could feel herself cracking, feel the mask slipping, feel the life she had built beginning to crumble around her. 

She had not seen Cass in three weeks. The last time had been the night of the double penetration, the night she had let them take her completely, the night she had come with both of them inside her and had lain in the aftermath and felt something in her break and something else begin to heal. She had told him after that night that she needed time, that she needed to think, that she needed to be the woman she was supposed to be for a while, and he had looked at her for a long moment, and then he had nodded, and he had not called, had not texted, had not come to the cottage when he knew she would be there. 

She had seen Dorian. She could not stop seeing Dorian. He was the thing that had started this, the thing that had woken her, the thing that had made her into the woman she was. She had gone to him twice in the weeks since the last night at the cottage, had lain in his arms, had let him touch her, had let him be inside her, and it had been good, had been right, had been the thing that held her together when everything else was falling apart. 

But even that was changing. She could feel it in the way he looked at her, the way he touched her, the way he said her name. He wanted more. He wanted her to leave Nick, to leave the children, to leave the life she had built and come to him. He had not said it, but she could feel it in him, the wanting that was not only for her body, was for her, was for the life he imagined they could have together. 

She could not give him that. She could not give him the life he imagined because the life she had was not something she could leave. It was not Nick she stayed for—she had stopped loving Nick months ago, maybe years ago, maybe she had never loved him, not the way she loved Dorian, not the way she had learned to love. It was the children. It was Theo, who was nine years old and still needed his mother to tuck him into bed and kiss his forehead and tell him everything was going to be all right. It was Ivy, who was fourteen and silent and watching, who was becoming a woman, who needed her mother to be the woman she was supposed to be. It was the baby, the life growing inside her, the child who would be born in the spring, who would need her, who would know her, who would become the thing that held her to the life she had built. 

She could not leave. She could not stay. She was trapped between the woman she was and the woman she was supposed to be, and she was tired, so tired, of being both. 

She went to him that afternoon. She drove to the cottage, the lane wet, the trees bare, the sky grey, and she parked beside his car and sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart in her throat. She had not told him she was coming. She had not called, had not texted, had not given him any warning. She needed to see him. She needed to tell him. She needed to end it, or she needed to begin it, or she needed something she did not have words for. 

He was waiting for her in the cottage. He was standing at the window, his back to her, his hands in his pockets, and he turned when she came in, and she saw his face, the wanting in his eyes, the hunger that was always there, the thing that had been between them since the first day she stood on the terrace and watched him swim. 

"You're here," he said. 

She looked at him. She thought about the first time she had heard those words, the way they had made her feel, the way they had opened something in her that had been closed for years. She thought about all the times after, the times she had come to him, the times she had let him touch her and taste her and fill her, the times she had been his. 

"I'm not staying," she said. "I came to tell you. I came to tell you that I can't do this anymore. I can't come to you. I can't be with you. I can't be the woman I am when I'm with you. I have to be the woman I'm supposed to be. I have to be the wife, the mother, the friend. I have to be the woman everyone thinks I am." 

He crossed the room and stood in front of her. His hands were at his sides, not touching her, not yet, and she saw the wanting in his face, the wanting that was not only for her body, was for her, was for the woman she was, the woman she had become, the woman she was trying to leave behind. 

"You're not that woman," he said. "You've never been that woman. You were that woman for sixteen years, and you were dying. You were dying, and you didn't know it. You were dying, and I found you, and I woke you up, and I made you feel something, and I made you want something, and I made you be something. You're not that woman. You're the woman who came to me in the afternoons. You're the woman who took off her dress. You're the woman who let me touch her and taste her and fill her. You're the woman who said my name when she came. You're the woman who told me she didn't love her husband. You're the woman who told me she loved me. You're that woman. You'll always be that woman. You can't go back. You can't unbecome what you've become." 

She closed her eyes. She had heard these words before. He had said them to her in the garden, in the kitchen, in the bed where they had made love a hundred times, a thousand times, a million times in her mind. They were true. She knew they were true. But they were not the whole truth. 

"I can't do this anymore," she said. "I can't be the woman who comes to you in the afternoons. I can't be the woman who lies to her children, who lies to her husband, who lies to herself. I can't be the woman who drives to a cottage and lets two men do things to her that she can't even say out loud. I can't be that woman anymore. I don't want to be that woman anymore." 

He put his hands on her face, his fingers on her cheeks, his thumbs on her lips, and she let him touch her, let him hold her, let him be the thing that had been the center of her life for months, for years, for the whole time she had been awake. 

"You are that woman," he said. "You'll always be that woman. You can't stop being that woman because that woman is you. That woman is the woman who loves me. That woman is the woman who is mine. That woman is the woman I love. You can't leave her behind because she is you. She is the woman you were always meant to be." 

She opened her eyes. She looked at him, at the boy who had become a man, at the man who had made her into something she had not known she could be. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove to a cottage in the afternoons, who let him touch her and taste her and fill her, who said his name when she came. She thought about the woman she was supposed to be, the woman who made breakfast, who tucked her children into bed, who answered her husband's calls and told him she loved him. She thought about the baby, the life growing inside her, the child who would be born in the spring, who would need her, who would know her, who would become the thing that held her to the life she had built. 

"I can't leave," she said. "I can't leave my children. I can't leave my family. I can't leave the life I built. I can't be the woman you want me to be. I can only be the woman I am. And the woman I am is both. She's the woman who loves you. She's the woman who goes home to her husband. She's the woman who lies to everyone she loves. She's the woman who can't stop. She's the woman who doesn't want to stop. She's the woman who is yours. She's the woman who is not yours. She's both. She's everything. She's nothing. She's the woman I've become." 

He kissed her. He kissed her because there were no words for what he was feeling, because the words would break him, because the wanting was a thing that could not be said, could only be done, could only be felt, could only be lived. She kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both. 

"I'm not going to stop loving you," he said. "I'm not going to stop wanting you. I'm not going to stop waiting for you. I'm going to be here. I'm going to be here when you need me. I'm going to be here when you want me. I'm going to be here when you're ready to be the woman you are. I'm going to be here. I'm always going to be here." 

She pulled away. She looked at him, at the face she had loved, the face she would always love, the face that had woken her and made her and unmade her and remade her into something she had not known she could be. 

"I have to go," she said. "I have to go back. I have to be the woman I'm supposed to be. I have to be the wife, the mother, the friend. I have to be the woman everyone thinks I am. I have to be that woman, because that woman is the only thing that's keeping me alive." 

She walked out the door. She did not look back. She got into her car and started the engine and drove down the lane, past the gate, past the field where the sheep were gathered, past the trees that lined the road, and she did not let herself think about what she had done, what she had said, what she had become. 

She drove back to Cwm Bryn. The house was quiet, the windows dark, the garden bare. She parked the car and sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart in her throat and the wanting still there, would always be there, was the only thing that was real. 

She got out of the car. She walked up the path to the front door, and she did not let herself think about the cottage, about the fire, about the men who were sleeping there, about the things they had done to her, about the things she had done to them. She thought about nothing at all. She opened the door, and the house was quiet, and she walked through the rooms that had been her home for ten years and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing she could feel. 

She went upstairs. She checked on Theo. He was sleeping, his face smooth, his hand curled under his cheek, his breathing even. She stood in the doorway and looked at him, and she tried to feel something—guilt, shame, anything—and she felt nothing except the wanting, the constant, low hum of wanting that had become the only thing she could feel. 

She went to her room. Nick was sleeping, his arm outstretched, his face turned toward her side of the bed. She undressed and lay beside him, and she felt the baby move, felt the flutter of it, the presence of it, the life that was growing inside her even as she was becoming someone new. 

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove to a cottage on the far side of the valley, who lay in a stranger's bed with two men inside her, who came with their names on her lips and then came home and made breakfast and was the woman everyone thought she was. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who had ended it, who had walked away, who had chosen to be the woman she was supposed to be. 

She was not that woman. She was not the woman who ended it. She was not the woman who walked away. She was the woman who drove to the cottage in the afternoons. She was the woman who let him touch her and taste her and fill her. She was the woman who said his name when she came. She was the woman who was his. 

She was both. She was everything. She was nothing. She was the woman she had become. 

Chapter 30: The Suspicion

Margo noticed it first. Not the affair—she did not know about the affair, would not know for weeks, would not be able to name the thing that had been happening in her house, in her bed, with her son and her best friend. What she noticed was smaller, subtler, the kind of thing that only a mother would notice about her child, the kind of thing that only a friend would notice about another woman.

It was the way Dorian looked at Corinna. Not the way a boy looks at his mother's friend, not the way a young man looks at a woman he has known his whole life. It was the way a man looks at the woman he loves, the woman he has been with, the woman he cannot stop wanting. Margo saw it at a dinner party in November, the first time she had brought them all together since the summer, since Italy, since the world had been the way it was before.

She saw it in the way he turned when Corinna walked into the room, the way his eyes found her before his mouth found words, the way he watched her across the table, the way he forgot to listen to the person beside him because he was listening to her. She saw it in the way he touched her—casual, ordinary, the kind of touch that could be explained away, a hand on her arm, a hand on her back, a hand that lingered a moment too long, that said something his mouth could not say.

She saw it in the way Corinna looked at him. Not the way a woman looks at her friend's son, not the way a mother looks at a boy she has known since he was four. It was the way a woman looks at the man she loves, the man she has been with, the man she cannot stop wanting. She saw it in the way Corinna laughed at his jokes, the way she leaned toward him when he spoke, the way her face softened when she looked at him, the way she forgot to be the woman she was supposed to be.

She said nothing. She was not sure what she had seen. She told herself it was nothing, that she was imagining things, that the pregnancy was making Corinna glow, that Dorian was happy because he was in love with someone, some girl his own age, someone she had not met, someone who was not her best friend. She told herself that what she had seen was friendship, was familiarity, was the easy intimacy of people who had known each other for fifteen years.

She told herself this, and she almost believed it.

The dinner party was at The Old Forge. There were twelve people, the usual crowd, the people who had been coming to Margo's house for years, the people who filled the rooms with laughter and wine and the ordinary sounds of a life that had not changed, that would not change, that could not change. Corinna was there with Nick, her hand on her belly, her face bright, her voice light, the woman everyone knew, the woman everyone loved.

She was beautiful. Margo had always thought Corinna was beautiful, had painted her portrait for her fortieth birthday, had tried to capture the thing in her face that was not only beauty, was something else, was the thing that made people want to be near her, want to know her, want to love her. She was more beautiful now, the pregnancy softening her, filling her out, making her into something she had not been before.

Margo watched her across the room. She was talking to Thomas, her hand on his arm, her head tilted, her laughter easy, and Dorian was beside her, not touching her, not looking at her, not doing anything that anyone would notice. But Margo noticed. She noticed the way he was standing, the way his body was turned toward Corinna, the way he was not looking at her because if he looked at her, everyone would see what she had seen.

She thought about the summer. She thought about the weeks she had been in Italy, the weeks Dorian had been alone, the weeks Corinna had been at Cwm Bryn, the weeks she had asked her to check on him, to make sure he was eating, to make sure he was safe. She thought about the way Corinna had been when she came back, the way she had looked different, the way she had been quiet, the way she had not met her eyes when she talked about the summer.

She thought about the way Dorian had been when she came back. The way he had been different, the way he had been happy, the way he had been in love. She had asked him about it, had asked him if there was someone, and he had said no, had said there was no one, had said he was just thinking about things, about university, about the future.

She had believed him. She had wanted to believe him. She had wanted him to be happy, to be in love, to be the man she had raised him to be. She had not wanted to think about the woman who had been in her house, in her bed, in her life, the woman who was her best friend, the woman who had been there for her for fifteen years, the woman who was standing in her dining room with her hand on her belly and her eyes on her son.

She confronted him that night, after the guests had left, after the house was quiet, after the only light was the fire in the grate and the moon through the windows. He was in the kitchen, putting glasses away, his back to her, his hands moving in the familiar rhythm of a chore he had done a thousand times.

"Dorian," she said.

He turned. His face was open, unguarded, the face of the boy she had raised, the man he had become. She looked at him and tried to see the child he had been, the child who had scraped his knee and come to her for comfort, the child who had learned to read in her lap, the child who had grown into a man she did not recognize.

"There's something I need to ask you," she said. "Something I've been thinking about. Something I need you to answer honestly."

He set the glass down. His face changed, the openness closing, the guard coming up. He knew what she was going to ask. She saw it in his eyes, the fear, the guilt, the thing he had been hiding from her for months.

"Is there someone?" she asked. "Is there someone you've been seeing? Someone you've been—someone you've been with?"

He did not answer. He stood in the kitchen, the light from the fire falling across his face, his hands at his sides, his eyes on hers.

"I've seen the way you look at her," Margo said. "I've seen the way you watch her. I've seen the way you touch her. I've seen the way you are when she's in the room. And I need to know. I need to know if there's something between you. I need to know if you're—if you're in love with her."

He closed his eyes. She watched him, watched the fear in his face, the guilt, the thing he had been hiding for months, the thing that was destroying him, the thing that was destroying her.

"Mum," he said. His voice was low, broken, the voice of a man who had been caught, who had been found out, who could not lie anymore. "Mum, I—"

"Don't," she said. "Don't tell me. Don't tell me what I already know. Don't tell me that you've been—that you've been with her. Don't tell me that you've been in my house, in my bed, with my best friend. Don't tell me that you've been lying to me for months. Don't tell me that she's been lying to me for months. Don't tell me that the woman I trusted with my son, with my life, with everything I have, has been—"

She could not finish. She stood in the kitchen, the firelight on her face, the tears running down her cheeks, and she looked at her son and saw the man he had become, the man she had raised, the man she had lost.

"Mum," he said. He crossed the room and put his hands on her arms, and she let him hold her, let him be the son she had raised, the son she loved, the son who had broken her heart.

"It's not what you think," he said. "It's not—it's not just—she's not—"

"Don't," she said. "Don't lie to me. Don't tell me it's not what I think. I know what I saw. I know what I've been seeing for months. I know what she's been doing. I know what you've been doing. I know. I know."

He let her go. He stepped back, his hands at his sides, his face white, his eyes wide. She looked at him, at the man she had raised, the man she loved, the man who had betrayed her in the worst way a son could betray a mother.

"I need to know," she said. "I need to know if it's over. I need to know if you're going to stop. I need to know if she's going to stop. I need to know if you're going to be the man I raised you to be. I need to know if she's going to be the woman I thought she was."

He did not answer. He stood in the kitchen, the firelight on his face, his hands at his sides, his eyes on hers, and she saw the wanting in them, the wanting that was not only for her, was for Corinna, was for the woman who had taken him from her, who had made him into someone she did not recognize.

"I can't," he said. "I can't stop. I can't stop loving her. I can't stop wanting her. I can't stop being with her. She's—she's the only thing that's real. She's the only thing that's true. She's the only thing that matters."

Margo closed her eyes. She had known. She had known since the summer, since the day she came back from Italy and saw the way they looked at each other, the way they could not look at each other, the way they could not be in the same room without touching, without speaking, without being the thing they were.

"You have to," she said. "You have to stop. She's married. She's pregnant. She's my best friend. She's twenty years older than you. She's—she's destroying you. She's destroying us. She's destroying everything we have."

He shook his head. "She's not destroying me. She's saving me. She's the only thing that's ever saved me. She's the only thing that's ever made me feel alive. She's the only thing that's ever been real."

She opened her eyes. She looked at her son, at the man he had become, at the man she had lost, and she felt something break in her, something that had been holding her together for months, for years, for her whole life.

"I'm going to talk to her," she said. "I'm going to talk to her, and I'm going to ask her what she's been doing, and I'm going to ask her to stop. And if she doesn't stop, if she won't stop, I'm going to tell her husband. I'm going to tell Nick what his wife has been doing. I'm going to tell the whole valley what she's been doing. I'm going to tell everyone. I'm going to destroy her the way she's destroyed us."

Dorian's face changed. The fear was gone, the guilt was gone, and in its place was something she had never seen before, something that was not the boy she had raised, was not the man she had loved, was something else, was something that was not hers.

"You can't," he said. "You can't do that. You can't tell anyone. You can't destroy her. She's—she's carrying a child. She's—she's the woman I love. She's the woman who loves me. She's the woman who is mine. And you can't take her away from me. You can't take her away from me. I won't let you."

She looked at him. She looked at the man who was not her son, who had not been her son for months, who had been someone else, who had been hers and was now hers no longer.

"I'm going to talk to her," she said. "I'm going to talk to her tomorrow. And I'm going to ask her to stop. And if she doesn't stop, I'm going to tell everyone. I'm going to tell her husband. I'm going to tell her children. I'm going to tell the whole world what she's been doing. I'm going to destroy her. I'm going to destroy her the way she's destroyed us."

She walked out of the kitchen. She did not look back. She walked through the house that had been her home for twenty years, the house where she had raised her son, the house where her best friend had betrayed her, and she felt nothing, nothing except the grief, and the anger, and the thing that was going to consume her.

Chapter 31: The Inquiry

Margo came to Cwm Bryn on a Thursday afternoon. The sky was low and grey, the kind of sky that pressed down on the valley and made everything feel close, contained, suffocating. Corinna saw her car from the kitchen window, saw it pull into the drive, saw Margo sit for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel before she got out and walked up the path to the front door.

She had been expecting this. Not today, not this hour, but she had known, since the dinner party, since the way Margo had looked at her across the table, since the way she had watched Dorian watch her, that this moment was coming. She had lain awake at night thinking about it, had rehearsed the words she would say, had imagined the ways it could end.

The knock came. She opened the door. Margo stood on the step, her coat pulled tight around her, her face pale, her eyes red. She looked older than Corinna remembered, smaller, diminished in a way that had nothing to do with age and everything to do with the thing that had happened, the thing that was happening, the thing that was about to happen.

"Can I come in?" Margo asked.

Corinna stepped aside. Margo walked into the house, her footsteps slow on the stone floor, her eyes moving over the rooms that she had known for fifteen years, the rooms where she had drunk tea and laughed and painted and been the woman she was before.

They sat in the kitchen. Corinna made tea, her hands steady, her voice calm, her movements the movements of the woman she was supposed to be. She set the cups on the table and sat across from Margo, and the silence between them was the silence of the valley, the house, the whole world holding its breath.

"I know," Margo said. Her voice was low, flat, the voice of a woman who had said the words so many times in her mind that they had lost all meaning. "I know about you and Dorian. I know what happened this summer. I know what's been happening since. I know."

Corinna did not speak. She sat across from her friend, her hands around her cup, her eyes on Margo's face, and she felt nothing, nothing except the thing that had been waiting for her since the summer, since the first day she drove down the lane, since the first time she took off her dress and let him see her.

"How long?" Margo asked. "How long have you been—how long have you been with him?"

Corinna closed her eyes. She thought about the summer, about the blue dress, about the pool, about the storm, about the first time he kissed her in the kitchen, about the first time he was inside her, about all the times after, the times she had driven down the lane, the times she had taken off her dress, the times she had said his name when she came.

"Since August," she said. "Since you went to Italy. Since you asked me to check on him. Since the first time I came to your house and he was in the pool and I saw him and he saw me and—"

"Stop." Margo's voice was sharp, a blade cutting through the words. "I don't want to know. I don't want to know how it started. I don't want to know what you did. I don't want to know how many times. I just want to know why. Why him? Why my son? Why would you do this to me? To my family? To everything we had?"

Corinna opened her eyes. She looked at Margo, at the woman who had been her friend for fifteen years, the woman who had painted her portrait, who had held her hand when she cried, who had trusted her with her son.

"I don't know why," she said. "I don't know why him. I don't know why it happened. I don't know why I couldn't stop. I don't know why I didn't want to stop. I don't know why I became the woman who drove to your house, who took off her dress, who let him—"

"Stop." Margo's hands were shaking, the tea in her cup sloshing against the sides. "Stop. I can't—I can't hear it. I can't hear what you did. I can't hear what he did. I can't hear what you became."

Corinna was quiet. She sat across from her friend and watched her shake, watched her cry, watched her fall apart, and she felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real.

"What do you want me to say?" Corinna asked. "What do you want me to do? Do you want me to say I'm sorry? I'm sorry. I'm sorry I hurt you. I'm sorry I hurt your family. I'm sorry I hurt your son. I'm sorry I became the woman who did this to you. I'm sorry I wasn't the woman you thought I was."

Margo looked at her. Her face was wet, her eyes swollen, her mouth trembling. She looked at Corinna, at the woman she had known for fifteen years, the woman she had loved, the woman who had betrayed her.

"I want you to stop," she said. "I want you to stop seeing him. I want you to stop being with him. I want you to stop destroying my family. I want you to stop destroying my son. I want you to stop being the woman who did this to me. I want you to be the woman I thought you were. I want you to go back to being the woman who was my friend. I want you to go back to being the woman who loved her husband. I want you to go back to being the woman I trusted. I want you to go back."

Corinna looked at her. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who was Margo's friend, the woman who loved her husband, the woman who was trusted. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who drove to the cottage, who lay in a stranger's bed with two men inside her, who came with their names on her lips, who could not stop, who did not want to stop.

"I can't," she said. "I can't go back. I can't be the woman I was. I can't be the woman you thought I was. I can't be the woman who loved her husband. I can't be the woman who was your friend. I can't be that woman because that woman is gone. She's been gone since the summer. Since the first time I saw him in the pool. Since the first time he kissed me. Since the first time he was inside me. She's gone. She's not coming back."

Margo stood up. Her chair scraped against the floor, the sound sharp in the quiet kitchen. She stood over Corinna, her hands clenched, her face white, her eyes wild.

"You have to stop," she said. "You have to stop. He's my son. He's my only child. He's everything I have. And you're destroying him. You're destroying him, and you're destroying me, and you're destroying my family. And I won't let you. I won't let you do this. I won't let you take him from me."

Corinna stood up. She faced her friend, her belly between them, her hands at her sides, her eyes on Margo's face.

"I'm not taking him from you," she said. "I'm not destroying him. I'm not destroying you. I'm not destroying your family. I'm not doing anything to you. I'm doing something to myself. I'm becoming something. I'm becoming someone. And he's part of that. He's the reason I woke up. He's the reason I'm alive. And I can't stop. I won't stop. I won't go back to being the woman I was before. I won't be that woman. I can't be that woman. That woman was dead. And he brought her back to life."

Margo stared at her. She stared at the woman she had known for fifteen years, the woman she had loved, the woman who was standing in front of her with her hand on her belly and her eyes on her face, and she did not recognize her, did not know her, did not know who she was or what she had become.

"I'm going to tell Nick," Margo said. Her voice was low, steady, the voice of a woman who had made a decision, who was going to follow through, who was not going to be stopped. "I'm going to tell Nick what you've been doing. I'm going to tell him about you and Dorian. I'm going to tell him about the summer. I'm going to tell him about the cottage. I'm going to tell him about everything. And then he's going to know. And then your children are going to know. And then everyone is going to know. And then you're going to lose everything. Everything you have. Everything you are. Everything you were. You're going to lose it all."

Corinna did not move. She stood in her kitchen, her friend's words hanging in the air between them, and she felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real.

"Then tell him," she said. "Tell him. Tell him what I did. Tell him who I am. Tell him what I became. Tell him everything. And then he'll know. And then my children will know. And then everyone will know. And then I'll lose everything. And then I'll be free."

Margo stared at her. She stared at the woman who was not her friend, who had not been her friend for months, who was someone else, who was something else, who was not the woman she had known.

"You're not going to stop," Margo said. It was not a question.

Corinna shook her head. "I can't stop. I don't want to stop. I don't know how to stop. He's the only thing that's real. He's the only thing that's true. He's the only thing that matters. And I can't give him up. I won't give him up. I won't go back to being the woman I was before. I won't be that woman. I can't be that woman. That woman was dead. And he brought her back to life. And I'm not going to let her die again."

Margo turned and walked out of the kitchen. Corinna heard her footsteps on the stone floor, heard the door open, heard it close. She stood in the kitchen with her hands on the counter and her eyes on the door and her heart in her throat, and she waited for the sound of the car starting, for the sound of Margo driving away, for the sound of the life she had built beginning to crumble around her.

The car started. She heard it pull out of the drive, heard it disappear down the lane, heard the silence that followed, the silence of the house, the valley, the world she had lost.

She stood in the kitchen and looked out the window at the grey sky, at the bare trees, at the fields where the sheep were gathered, and she thought about the woman she was, the woman who had lost her best friend, who was going to lose her husband, who was going to lose her children, who was going to lose everything she had built.

She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who could not stop, who did not want to stop, who was not going to go back to being the woman she was before.

She put her hand on her belly. The baby moved, a flutter, a shift, a presence, and she thought about the life that was growing inside her, the life that was going to be born in the spring, the life that was going to need her, that was going to know her, that was going to become the thing that held her to the life she had built.

She closed her eyes. She thought about Dorian, about his hands on her body, about his mouth on her skin, about his voice in her ear, about the way he said her name when he came. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who was his, the woman who was hers, the woman she had become.

She opened her eyes. The kitchen was empty. The house was quiet. The valley was grey and still and waiting.

She picked up her phone. She looked at the screen, at the messages she had sent, at the messages she had received, at the words that had held her together for months, that had been the only thing that was real.

She typed: She knows. Margo knows. She came to the house. She told me to stop. She said she's going to tell Nick. She's going to tell everyone. She's going to destroy everything.

She sent the message. She set the phone on the counter and stood in the kitchen with her hand on her belly and her heart in her throat, and she waited.

His reply came a moment later: I'm coming. Wait for me. Don't do anything. Don't say anything. Just wait. I'm coming.

She stared at the words. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who had lost her best friend, who was going to lose her husband, who was going to lose her children, who was going to lose everything she had built. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who could not stop, who did not want to stop, who was not going to go back to being the woman she was before.

She picked up the phone. She typed: I'm waiting.

Chapter 32: The Tension

The days that followed were a holding pattern, a suspended breath, a thing that could not last and could not end. Margo did not tell Nick. At least, Nick did not come home with accusations in his eyes, did not pack his bags, did not take the children and leave. The calls continued, the weekends, the ordinary rhythm of a marriage that had been dying for months and did not know it yet. Corinna did not know if Margo had decided to keep her secret, or if she was waiting, or if she was giving her a chance to stop, to go back, to be the woman she had been before.

She could not go back. She had told Margo that, had stood in her kitchen with her hand on her belly and her eyes on her friend's face and had said the words that had been true since the summer, since the first time she drove down the lane, since the first time she took off her dress and let him see her. I can't stop. I don't want to stop. I don't know how to stop.

She had not seen Dorian since the day Margo came to the house. She had told him to stay away, to give her time, to let her think, to let her be the woman she was supposed to be for a little while. He had listened. He had not called, had not texted, had not driven to the cottage and waited for her in the dark. He had given her the space she asked for, and she had used it to lie in her bed at night with her hand between her thighs, thinking about him, wanting him, needing him, counting the hours until she could see him again.

The wanting had not faded. It had grown. It had become the thing that filled her days, the thing that occupied her mind, the thing that she carried with her through the hours of being the woman she was supposed to be. She would make breakfast for the children, drive Theo to school, answer Nick's calls, and all the while she would be thinking about him, wanting him, needing him, waiting for the moment when she could be with him again.

She saw him at the village market on a Saturday in December. The air was cold, her breath misting in front of her face, and she was standing at a stall buying apples when she looked up and he was there, across the square, his hands in his pockets, his face turned toward her. He was wearing the coat she had seen him wear a hundred times, the one that made his shoulders look broad, the one that made him look older, the one that made her want to pull it off him and press her face to his chest and breathe him in.

He did not come to her. He stood across the square and looked at her, and she looked at him, and the wanting was a thing that filled the space between them, that filled the market, that filled the whole valley. She watched him turn and walk away, watched him disappear into the crowd, watched him go, and she felt the loss of him, the emptiness where he had been, the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real.

She went home. She put the apples on the counter and stood in the kitchen with her hands on the counter and her heart in her throat and the wanting rising in her like a tide. She picked up her phone. She stared at the screen, at the messages she had sent, at the messages she had received, at the words that had held her together for months.

She typed: I saw you. At the market. I wanted to come to you. I wanted to touch you. I wanted to feel you. I wanted to be with you. I wanted to go home with you. I wanted to take off your coat and your shirt and your jeans and feel your skin against mine. I wanted to feel you inside me. I wanted to say your name. I wanted to come with your name on my lips. I wanted to be yours.

She sent the message. She set the phone on the counter and stood in the kitchen and waited.

His reply came a minute later: I saw you too. I watched you buy apples. I watched you talk to the woman at the stall. I watched you laugh at something she said. I watched you walk away. I wanted to follow you. I wanted to take your hand. I wanted to take you home. I wanted to take off your coat and your dress and your underwear and feel your skin against mine. I wanted to be inside you. I wanted to hear you say my name. I wanted to feel you come. I wanted you to be mine.

She read the words twice, three times, and she felt the wanting rise in her, the wanting that had been building for days, for weeks, for months, for her whole life. She typed: I need to see you. I need to touch you. I need to feel you. I need to be with you. I need to be yours. When?

Tonight. The cottage. I'll be waiting. Come when you can. Come when you need to. Come when you're ready. I'll be there. I'll always be there.

She went to him that night. She told Nick she was tired, that she was going to bed early, that she needed to rest. He kissed her forehead, told her he loved her, told her he would be up soon. She lay in the dark and listened to him move through the house, listened to the television, listened to the silence that followed, and she counted the minutes until he came to bed, until his breathing slowed, until he was asleep.

She got out of bed. She dressed in the dark, her hands moving over the clothes she had laid out earlier, the ones she wore for him, the ones that meant she was his. She walked through the house, her feet silent on the stone floor, and she opened the door and stepped out into the cold.

The lane was dark, the trees black against the sky, the fields empty, the hills silent. She drove with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart in her throat and the wanting rising in her like a tide. She parked beside his car and sat for a moment, her hands shaking, her breath coming fast, her body already wet, already ready, already wanting him.

She walked up the path to the door. It opened before she could knock, and he was there, his face in the light from the fire, his eyes on her, his wanting the same as hers.

She crossed the threshold and he pulled her against him, his hands in her hair, her face, her shoulders, and he kissed her, and the kiss was not gentle. It was the kiss of someone who had been starving and had finally been offered food, the kiss of someone who had been waiting in the dark and had finally seen light, the kiss of someone who had been holding herself back for so long that the letting go was almost violent in its release. building for days, for weeks, for months, for the whole time they had been apart. She kissed him back, her hands in his hair, his shoulders, his back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to consume them both.

"I need you," she said. "I need to feel you. I need to be with you. I need to be yours."

He picked her up and carried her to the bed, and he laid her on the blankets and pulled her dress over her head and looked at her, at the body that had been changing for months, at the belly that was round and full, at the breasts that were heavy, at the thighs that were open for him, that were always open for him.

"I need you too," he said. "I need to be inside you. I need to feel you come. I need to hear you say my name. I need to know that you're mine. I need to know that nothing can take you away from me. I need to know that you're not going to stop. I need to know that you're not going to go back to being the woman you were before."

She pulled him down to her, her hands on his face, her mouth on his, her body arching into him. "I'm not going to stop. I'm not going to go back. I'm not going to be that woman. I'm yours. I've always been yours. I'll always be yours."

He entered her. She felt the stretch of him, the fullness of him, the way he filled her completely, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it, let herself be held by it, let herself be the woman who lay in her lover's bed with her lover's cock inside her and did not care who knew.

He moved slowly, his eyes on her face, his hands on her body, and she felt the pleasure building in her, the pleasure that was not only from his cock, was from the fire, the light, the way he was looking at her, the way he was making her feel everything.

She came with his name on her lips, her body arching, her hands in his hair, her voice filling the room, and he held her through it, his cock still inside her, his hands still on her, his mouth still on her.

He came moments later, his body tensing, his face buried in her neck, and she felt him inside her, felt the pulse of him, the heat of him, the release of everything he had been holding back.

Afterward, she lay in his arms with his semen still inside her and his hand on her belly and his heart beating against her chest. The fire was low, the room dark, the only light the embers glowing in the grate.

"What are we going to do?" she asked. "She's going to tell him. She's going to tell everyone. She's going to destroy everything."

He was quiet for a moment. His hand moved on her belly, tracing the curve of it, the place where her child was growing. "She didn't tell him. Not yet. Maybe she won't. Maybe she's waiting. Maybe she's giving you a chance to stop. Maybe she's giving us a chance to end it before she has to."

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face was serious, the wanting still there, the hunger that was always there, but something else too, something she had not seen before.

"I'm not going to stop," she said. "I'm not going to end it. I'm not going to let her take you away from me. I'm not going to let her take this away from me. I'm not going to let her take me away from me. I'm not going to be the woman she wants me to be. I'm going to be the woman I am. I'm going to be the woman who loves you. I'm going to be the woman who is yours."

He kissed her forehead. "Then we wait. We wait and see what she does. We wait and see if she tells him. We wait and see what happens. And whatever happens, we face it together. You and me. We face it together."

She lay in his arms and listened to his heart and felt the baby move and thought about the woman she was, the woman who lay in her lover's bed with his semen still inside her, the woman who was waiting for her life to end, the woman who was waiting for her life to begin.

She left before dawn. The sky was grey, the fields white with frost, the lane slick with ice. She drove slowly, her hands on the steering wheel, her body still humming, her mind still empty. She thought about the cottage, about the fire, about the man who was sleeping there, about the things they had done to each other, about the things they would do again.

She thought about Margo. She thought about the look on her face when she had stood in the kitchen and said I'm going to tell Nick. She thought about the weeks that had passed since then, the silence, the waiting, the not knowing. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who had lost her best friend, who was going to lose her husband, who was going to lose her children, who was going to lose everything she had built.

She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who could not stop, who did not want to stop, who was not going to go back to being the woman she was before.

She parked the car and sat for a moment with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart in her throat. The house was dark, the children sleeping, Nick sleeping, the life she had built waiting for her to come back to it.

She got out of the car. She walked up the path to the front door, and she did not let herself think about the cottage, about the fire, about the man who was sleeping there, about the things they had done, about the things they would do. She thought about nothing at all. She opened the door, and the house was quiet, and she walked through the rooms that had been her home for ten years and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing she could feel.

She went upstairs. She undressed and lay beside Nick, and she felt the baby move, felt the flutter of it, the presence of it, the life that was growing inside her even as she was becoming someone new.

She closed her eyes. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who drove to a cottage in the night, who lay in her lover's bed, who came with his name on her lips, who came home and lay beside her husband and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real.

She was both. She was everything. She was nothing. She was the woman she had become.

Chapter 33: The Confrontation 

The call came on a Monday. Corinna was in the kitchen at Cwm Bryn, Theo at school, Ivy in her room, the house quiet, the rain falling against the windows. She saw Margo's name on the screen and her hand went to her belly, the baby moving, a flutter, a shift, a presence that had become her anchor, the thing that held her to the life she had built. 

She answered. "Margo." 

"Come to the house." Margo's voice was flat, the voice of a woman who had said the words so many times in her mind that they had lost all meaning. "Come now. We need to talk. We need to end this." 

The line went dead. Corinna stood in the kitchen with the phone in her hand and her heart in her throat and the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real. She thought about the last time she had been in that house, the last time she had seen Margo, the last time she had stood in her friend's kitchen and told her she could not stop, would not stop, was not going to be the woman she wanted her to be. 

She put on her coat. She told Ivy she was going to Margo's, that she would be back soon. Ivy looked at her, and for a moment Corinna thought her daughter could see it, could see the thing that was happening inside her, the thing that was driving her out of the house and down the lane to the place where her life was going to end or begin. But Ivy said nothing, only nodded and turned back to her book, and Corinna took her keys and walked out the door. 

The drive to The Old Forge took seven minutes. She counted them, the same seven minutes she had counted a hundred times, a thousand times, in the months since the summer, since the first time she drove down this lane, since the first time she took off her dress and let him see her. The lane was wet, the trees bare, the sky grey, and she drove with her hands on the steering wheel and her heart in her throat and the wanting rising in her like a tide. 

She parked beside Margo's car. The house was quiet, the windows dark, the garden bare, the pool covered for the winter. She walked up the path to the front door, and she did not knock, did not hesitate, simply pushed open the door and stepped inside. 

Margo was in the kitchen. She was sitting at the table, a cup of tea in front of her, her face pale, her eyes red, her hands shaking. She looked up when Corinna came in, and Corinna saw the woman she had known for fifteen years, the woman who had painted her portrait, who had held her hand when she cried, who had trusted her with her son. She was not that woman anymore. She was someone else, someone Corinna had made, someone Corinna had destroyed. 

"Sit down," Margo said. 

Corinna sat. She sat across from her friend, her belly between them, her hands on the table, her eyes on Margo's face. The silence between them was the silence of the house, the valley, the whole world holding its breath. 

"I didn't tell him," Margo said. "I didn't tell Nick. I didn't tell anyone. I've been waiting. I've been waiting for you to stop. I've been waiting for you to come to me and tell me it was over. I've been waiting for you to be the woman I thought you were. I've been waiting for you to be my friend again." 

Corinna did not speak. She sat across from her friend and watched her shake, watched her cry, watched her fall apart, and she felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real. 

"I'm not going to stop," she said. "I told you that. I told you I can't stop. I told you I don't want to stop. I told you I'm not going to be the woman you want me to be. I'm not that woman. I haven't been that woman for a long time. I'm not going to be her again." 

Margo stared at her. Her face was wet, her eyes swollen, her mouth trembling. She stared at the woman who had been her friend for fifteen years, the woman who had betrayed her, the woman who was sitting across from her with her hand on her belly and her eyes on her face, and she did not recognize her, did not know her, did not know who she was or what she had become. 

"Why?" Margo asked. "Why him? Why my son? Why would you do this to me? To my family? To everything we had? Why would you throw away fifteen years of friendship for a nineteen-year-old boy? Why would you risk your marriage, your children, your life? Why would you become this woman? Why would you become someone who could do this to me?" 

Corinna looked at her. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who was Margo's friend, the woman who loved her husband, the woman who was trusted. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who drove to the cottage, who lay in a stranger's bed with two men inside her, who came with their names on her lips, who could not stop, who did not want to stop. 

"I didn't choose this," she said. "I didn't choose him. I didn't choose to want him. I didn't choose to need him. I didn't choose to become this woman. It happened. It happened because I was sleeping, and he woke me up. It happened because I was dead, and he brought me back to life. It happened because I was the woman everyone wanted me to be, and he was the one who wanted me to be myself. I didn't choose this. But I'm not going to give it up. I'm not going to give him up. I'm not going to go back to being the woman I was before. I can't go back. I won't go back." 

Margo stood up. Her chair scraped against the floor, the sound sharp in the quiet kitchen. She stood over Corinna, her hands clenched, her face white, her eyes wild. 

"You have to stop," she said. "You have to stop. He's my son. He's my only child. He's everything I have. And you're destroying him. You're destroying him, and you're destroying me, and you're destroying my family. And I won't let you. I won't let you do this. I won't let you take him from me." 

Corinna stood up. She faced her friend, her belly between them, her hands at her sides, her eyes on Margo's face. 

"I'm not taking him from you," she said. "I'm not destroying him. I'm not destroying you. I'm not destroying your family. I'm not doing anything to you. I'm doing something to myself. I'm becoming something. I'm becoming someone. And he's part of that. He's the reason I woke up. He's the reason I'm alive. And I can't stop. I won't stop. I won't go back to being the woman I was before. I won't be that woman. I can't be that woman. That woman was dead. And he brought her back to life." 

Margo stared at her. She stared at the woman who was not her friend, who had not been her friend for months, who was someone else, who was something else, who was not the woman she had known. 

"I'm going to tell him," Margo said. Her voice was low, steady, the voice of a woman who had made a decision, who was going to follow through, who was not going to be stopped. "I'm going to tell Nick what you've been doing. I'm going to tell him about you and Dorian. I'm going to tell him about the summer. I'm going to tell him about the cottage. I'm going to tell him about everything. And then he's going to know. And then your children are going to know. And then everyone is going to know. And then you're going to lose everything. Everything you have. Everything you are. Everything you were. You're going to lose it all." 

Corinna did not move. She stood in her friend's kitchen, the words hanging in the air between them, and she felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real. 

"Then tell him," she said. "Tell him. Tell him what I did. Tell him who I am. Tell him what I became. Tell him everything. And then he'll know. And then my children will know. And then everyone will know. And then I'll lose everything. And then I'll be free." 

Margo stared at her. She stared at the woman who was not her friend, who had not been her friend for months, who was someone else, who was something else, who was not the woman she had known. 

"You're not going to stop," Margo said. It was not a question. 

Corinna shook her head. "I can't stop. I don't want to stop. I don't know how to stop. He's the only thing that's real. He's the only thing that's true. He's the only thing that matters. And I can't give him up. I won't give him up. I won't go back to being the woman I was before. I won't be that woman. I can't be that woman. That woman was dead. And he brought her back to life. And I'm not going to let her die again." 

Margo sat down. She sat at the table, her hands in her lap, her face in the light from the window, and she looked at Corinna, and Corinna saw something in her face that she had not seen before, something that was not anger, was not grief, was something else, was the thing that had been between them for fifteen years, the thing that had made them friends, the thing that had held them together through children and marriages and the ordinary losses of a life lived side by side. 

"I'm not going to tell him," Margo said. Her voice was low, broken, the voice of a woman who had been fighting and had lost, who had been holding on and had let go. "I'm not going to tell anyone. I'm going to keep your secret. I'm going to protect you. I'm going to protect him. I'm going to protect my family. I'm going to protect yours. I'm going to let you keep your life. I'm going to let you keep your children. I'm going to let you keep everything you have. I'm going to let you be the woman you were before. I'm going to let you go back." 

Corinna sat down. She sat across from her friend, her hands on the table, her eyes on Margo's face, and she felt something she had not felt in months, something that was not wanting, was not need, was something else, was the thing that had been between them for fifteen years, the thing that had made them friends, the thing that she had destroyed and was being offered again. 

"Why?" Corinna asked. "Why would you do that? Why would you protect me? Why would you keep my secret? Why would you let me keep my life? After what I did to you. After what I did to your son. After what I did to your family. Why would you let me keep anything?" 

Margo looked at her. Her face was wet, her eyes swollen, her mouth trembling. She looked at the woman who had been her friend for fifteen years, the woman who had betrayed her, the woman who was sitting across from her with her hand on her belly and her eyes on her face, and she saw something in her that she had not seen before, something that was not the woman who had destroyed her, was something else, was the woman she had loved, the woman she had painted, the woman she had trusted. 

"Because you're my friend," Margo said. "Because you've been my friend for fifteen years. Because you were there when I needed you. Because you held my hand when I cried. Because you took care of my son when I was gone. Because you're the woman I painted. Because you're the woman I love. Because you're not the woman who did this to me. You're the woman who did this to herself. You're the woman who woke up. You're the woman who became something. You're the woman who is still my friend. You're the woman I want to forgive. You're the woman I need to forgive. Because if I don't forgive you, I lose you. And I've already lost too much. I can't lose you too." 

Corinna sat across from her friend, and she felt the tears come, the tears she had not shed in months, the tears she had been holding back since the summer, since the first time she drove down the lane, since the first time she took off her dress and let him see her. She sat in her friend's kitchen and she cried, and Margo reached across the table and took her hand, and she held it, and they sat in the silence and let the tears fall, let the grief come, let the thing that had been between them for fifteen years begin to heal. 

Chapter 34: The Confession 

The days after Margo's forgiveness were the hardest Corinna had ever lived through. Not because the threat of exposure still hung over her—Margo had made her choice, had chosen to protect her, had chosen to let her keep her life. What made the days hard was the thing that had been waiting for her since the summer, since the first time she drove down the lane, since the first time she took off her dress and let Dorian see her. She had to tell Nick. She had to tell him what she had done. She had to tell him who she was. She had to tell him who she had become. 

She had not planned it. She had not rehearsed the words. She had not imagined the ways it could end. She had simply known, sitting in Margo's kitchen with her friend's hand in hers, that she could not go back to the life she had built without telling him the truth. She could not lie to him anymore. She could not pretend to love him when she loved someone else. She could not be the woman he thought she was when that woman had died months ago, in the summer, in the blue dress, in the pool where she had watched a boy swim and felt something wake in her that had been sleeping for years. 

She waited until the weekend. Nick was at Cwm Bryn, the rain falling against the windows, the house quiet, the children in their rooms. She found him in the study, a book open in front of him, his glasses on his face, his hair greyer at the temples than it had been a year ago, the man she had married, the man she had loved, the man she had betrayed. 

She stood in the doorway and looked at him. She thought about the life they had built, the children they had raised, the years they had spent together. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had loved him, the woman who had been his wife. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who drove to a cottage on the far side of the valley, who lay in a stranger's bed with two men inside her, who came with their names on her lips, who could not stop, who did not want to stop. 

"Nick," she said. 

He looked up. His face was open, unguarded, the face of the man who had loved her for sixteen years, the man who had built a life with her, the man who did not know that the life he had built was gone, had been gone for months, had been gone since the summer, since the first time she drove down the lane. 

"What is it?" he asked. "Is it the baby? Is something wrong?" 

She crossed the room and sat beside him. She took his hands, the hands that had held her, that had touched her, that had built the house they lived in, the life they had made. She looked at his face, the face she had known for sixteen years, the face that had been the center of her life for sixteen years, the face that meant nothing to her now. 

"I have to tell you something," she said. "Something I should have told you months ago. Something I've been hiding from you since the summer. Something I can't hide from you anymore." 

He looked at her. His face changed, the openness closing, the guard coming up. He knew something was coming. She saw it in his eyes, the fear, the thing he had been trying not to see for months, the thing he had been pretending was not happening, the thing that was about to destroy everything they had built. 

"What is it?" he asked. "What are you trying to tell me?" 

She took a breath. She had not planned the words. She had not rehearsed them. She had simply known that she had to say them, that she had to let them out, that she had to let him know who she was, who she had become. 

"I've been unfaithful to you," she said. "I've been seeing someone. Since the summer. Since you were in Painswick and I was here. Since Margo went to Italy and I was alone. I've been with someone. I've been with him for months. I've been lying to you for months. I've been pretending to love you for months. And I can't pretend anymore. I can't lie anymore. I can't be the woman you think I am." 

Nick stared at her. He stared at the woman he had married, the woman he had loved for sixteen years, the woman who was sitting beside him with her hand on her belly and her eyes on his face, and he did not recognize her, did not know her, did not know who she was or what she had become. 

"Who?" he asked. His voice was low, broken, the voice of a man who had been betrayed, who was trying to understand, who was trying to hold on to something that was already gone. 

She closed her eyes. She thought about Dorian, about his hands on her body, about his mouth on her skin, about his voice in her ear, about the way he said her name when he came. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who was his, the woman who was hers, the woman she had become. 

"Dorian," she said. "Dorian Vaughan. Margo's son. He was alone at the house. I went to check on him. And something happened. Something I didn't plan. Something I didn't want. Something I couldn't stop. And then I couldn't stop wanting it. I couldn't stop needing it. I couldn't stop being with him." 

Nick pulled his hands away. He stood up, his chair scraping against the floor, his face white, his hands shaking. He stood over her, looking down at her, and she saw the betrayal in his eyes, the hurt, the anger, the thing that was going to consume them both. 

"Dorian?" he said. "Dorian? Margo's son? The boy we've known since he was four? The boy who is the same age as our son? You've been—you've been with him? You've been fucking him? You've been fucking a nineteen-year-old boy while I was working, while I was taking care of our children, while I was loving you?" 

She looked up at him. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who had done this to him, the woman who had betrayed him, the woman who was sitting in his study with her hand on her belly and her eyes on his face, and she felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real. 

"Yes," she said. "I've been with him. Since the summer. Since Margo went to Italy. Since I went to check on him and saw him in the pool and felt something I had never felt before. I've been with him. I've been lying to you. I've been pretending to love you. And I can't do it anymore. I can't pretend. I can't lie. I can't be the woman you want me to be. I'm not that woman. I haven't been that woman for a long time. I'm someone else. I'm someone I didn't know I could be. And I can't go back. I won't go back. I won't be the woman I was before." 

Nick stared at her. He stared at the woman he had married, the woman he had loved, the woman who was sitting in front of him with her hand on her belly and her eyes on his face, and he did not recognize her, did not know her, did not know who she was or what she had become. 

"I don't know you," he said. "I don't know who you are. I don't know what you've become. I don't know how you could do this to me. To our children. To our family. To everything we built. I don't know how you could throw it all away for a boy. For a child. For someone who doesn't know what love is. For someone who doesn't know what it means to build a life with someone. I don't know you. I don't know who you are." 

She stood up. She faced her husband, her belly between them, her hands at her sides, her eyes on his face. She thought about the life they had built, the children they had raised, the years they had spent together. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had loved him, the woman who had been his wife. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who was standing in front of him, the woman who was not his wife anymore, the woman who had not been his wife for months. 

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm sorry I hurt you. I'm sorry I lied to you. I'm sorry I wasn't the woman you thought I was. I'm sorry I couldn't be the woman you wanted me to be. I'm sorry I couldn't love you the way you deserved to be loved. I'm sorry I couldn't be the wife you needed. I'm sorry I couldn't be the mother our children needed. I'm sorry I couldn't be the woman I was before. But I can't go back. I won't go back. I can't be that woman. That woman is gone. She died in the summer. She died the first time I drove down the lane. She died the first time I took off my dress. She died the first time I let him touch me. And I'm not going to bring her back. I'm not going to be her again. I'm not going to pretend to be someone I'm not. I'm not going to pretend to love someone I don't love. I'm not going to pretend to be the woman you want me to be. I'm going to be the woman I am. I'm going to be the woman I've become." 

Nick looked at her. He looked at the woman who was not his wife, who had not been his wife for months, who was someone else, who was something else, who was not the woman he had married. 

"What are you going to do?" he asked. "What are you going to do about the children? About the baby? About our family? About the life we built? What are you going to do about all of it?" 

She put her hand on her belly. The baby moved, a flutter, a shift, a presence, the life that was growing inside her, the life that was going to be born in the spring, the life that was going to need her, that was going to know her, that was going to become the thing that held her to the life she had built. 

"I'm going to stay here," she said. "I'm going to raise our children. I'm going to have this baby. I'm going to be the mother they need. I'm going to be the woman I am. I'm going to be the woman who loves someone else. I'm going to be the woman who can't stop. I'm going to be the woman who doesn't want to stop. I'm going to be the woman I've become." 

Nick stared at her. He stared at the woman who was not his wife, who had not been his wife for months, who was someone else, who was something else, who was not the woman he had married. 

"I'm leaving," he said. "I'm going back to Painswick. I'm going to stay there. I'm going to think about what you've told me. I'm going to think about what I'm going to do. I'm going to think about our children. I'm going to think about our family. I'm going to think about the life we built. And then I'm going to decide what happens next. But I can't stay here. I can't look at you. I can't be in the same room with you. I can't be the man who pretends that this didn't happen. I can't be the man who pretends that you're still my wife. Because you're not. You're not my wife. You haven't been my wife for a long time. And I don't know if you ever were." 

He walked out of the study. She heard his footsteps on the stairs, heard him packing, heard him leave. She stood in the study with her hand on her belly and her heart in her throat and the wanting still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real. 

She walked to the window. She watched him get into his car, watched him drive down the lane, watched him disappear into the rain. She stood at the window and watched him go, and she felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing she could feel. 

She put her hand on her belly. The baby moved, a flutter, a shift, a presence, and she thought about the life that was growing inside her, the life that was going to be born in the spring, the life that was going to need her, that was going to know her, that was going to become the thing that held her to the life she had built. 

She thought about Dorian. She thought about his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin, his voice in her ear, the way he said her name when he came. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who was his, the woman who was hers, the woman she had become. 

She picked up her phone. She stared at the screen, at the messages she had sent, at the messages she had received, at the words that had held her together for months, that had been the only thing that was real. 

She typed: I told him. I told Nick. He knows. He left. He went back to Painswick. I don't know what he's going to do. I don't know what's going to happen. But I told him the truth. I told him who I am. I told him who I've become. I told him I love you. I told him I can't stop. I told him I don't want to stop. I told him I'm not going to be the woman I was before. 

She sent the message. She set the phone on the desk and stood at the window and watched the rain fall on the valley, on the fields, on the lane that led to the cottage where he was waiting for her, where he would always be waiting for her. 

His reply came a moment later: I'm coming. Wait for me. Don't do anything. Don't say anything. Just wait. I'm coming. 

She stared at the words. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who had lost her husband, who had lost her best friend, who was going to lose her children, who was going to lose everything she had built. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who could not stop, who did not want to stop, who was not going to go back to being the woman she was before. 

She typed: I'm waiting. 

Chapter 35: The Forgiveness

The weeks that followed were the quietest of Corinna's life. Nick had gone back to Painswick, and the house at Cwm Bryn had settled into a stillness she had not known was possible. The children moved through the rooms like ghosts, Theo not understanding why his father was gone, Ivy understanding everything and saying nothing. The baby grew inside her, thirty weeks, thirty-two, thirty-four, a presence that anchored her to the life she had chosen, the life she was rebuilding from the ruins of the life she had destroyed.

Dorian came to her when he could. He came in the evenings, after Theo was asleep, after Ivy had closed her door, after the house had settled into the silence that had become its only rhythm. He came to her and held her and touched her and filled her, and she let him, needed him, wanted him with a wanting that had not diminished, would never diminish, was the only thing that kept her from falling apart.

But it was Margo who came to her on a Thursday in February, when the snow was falling on the valley, when the fields were white, when the lane to the cottage was impassable and the world had shrunk to the walls of the house at Cwm Bryn. She came without calling, without warning, without the anger that had been between them since the summer. She came because she had to, because the forgiveness she had offered in her kitchen had not been enough, because the thing that had been between them for fifteen years was not something that could be healed in a single conversation.

Corinna opened the door. Margo stood on the step, her coat white with snow, her face pale, her eyes red, her hands shaking. She looked at Corinna, and Corinna looked at her, and the silence between them was the silence of the valley, the house, the whole world holding its breath.

"Can I come in?" Margo asked.

Corinna stepped aside. Margo walked into the house, her footsteps slow on the stone floor, her eyes moving over the rooms that she had known for fifteen years, the rooms where she had drunk tea and laughed and painted and been the woman she was before. She stopped in the kitchen, her hands on the table, her back to Corinna, her shoulders shaking.

Corinna made tea. She set the cups on the table and sat across from her friend, and the silence between them was the silence of the valley, the house, the whole world waiting for something to break.

"I've been thinking about what you said," Margo said. Her voice was low, steady, the voice of a woman who had been turning the words over in her mind for weeks, for months, for the whole time since she had stood in her own kitchen and offered forgiveness she had not been sure she could give. "About being dead. About being asleep. About him waking you up. About him bringing you back to life."

Corinna did not speak. She sat across from her friend, her hands around her cup, her eyes on Margo's face, and she waited.

"I didn't understand it," Margo said. "When you said it. I thought you were making excuses. I thought you were trying to justify what you did. I thought you were trying to make yourself feel better. I didn't understand it. But I've been thinking about it. I've been thinking about what it means to be asleep. What it means to be dead. What it means to wake up. What it means to be alive."

She looked up. Her face was wet, her eyes swollen, her mouth trembling. She looked at Corinna, at the woman who had been her friend for fifteen years, the woman who had betrayed her, the woman who was sitting across from her with her hand on her belly and her eyes on her face, and she saw something in her that she had not seen before, something that was not the woman who had destroyed her, was something else, was the woman she had loved, the woman she had painted, the woman she had trusted.

"I was asleep," Margo said. "I was asleep for years. I was asleep in my marriage. I was asleep in my life. I was asleep in my friendship with you. I was asleep in my love for my son. I was asleep in everything I thought I was. And I didn't know it. I didn't know I was sleeping. I didn't know I was dead. I didn't know I was waiting for someone to wake me up."

Corinna reached across the table and took her friend's hand. Margo's fingers were cold, trembling, and she held them, held her, held the thing that had been between them for fifteen years, the thing that had been broken and was beginning to heal.

"I'm sorry," Corinna said. "I'm sorry I hurt you. I'm sorry I hurt your son. I'm sorry I hurt your family. I'm sorry I wasn't the woman you thought I was. I'm sorry I couldn't be the woman you needed me to be. I'm sorry I couldn't be the friend you deserved. I'm sorry I couldn't be the woman I was before. I'm sorry I couldn't be anyone except the woman I've become."

Margo shook her head. "Don't be sorry. Don't be sorry for being awake. Don't be sorry for being alive. Don't be sorry for being the woman you've become. I'm not sorry for being your friend. I'm not sorry for loving you. I'm not sorry for forgiving you. I'm not sorry for wanting you to be the woman you are. I'm not sorry for wanting you to be the woman I see sitting in front of me. The woman who is alive. The woman who is awake. The woman who is my friend."

Corinna felt the tears come, the tears she had been holding back for weeks, for months, for the whole time since she had sat in Margo's kitchen and heard her offer forgiveness she had not known she deserved. She cried, and Margo held her hand, and they sat in the silence and let the tears fall, let the grief come, let the thing that had been between them for fifteen years begin to heal.

Margo stayed until the snow stopped. They sat in the kitchen and talked about the years they had known each other, the children they had raised, the lives they had built. They talked about the summer, about the weeks Margo had been in Italy, about the weeks Corinna had been with Dorian, about the weeks that had changed everything, destroyed everything, remade everything.

"I was so angry," Margo said. "I was so angry at you. I was so angry at him. I was so angry at myself. I was so angry at everything. I wanted to destroy you. I wanted to destroy him. I wanted to destroy myself. I wanted to destroy everything we had. I wanted to burn it all down and walk away and never look back."

Corinna looked at her. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had driven to the cottage, who had lain in a stranger's bed with two men inside her, who had come with their names on her lips, who had destroyed everything she had built. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who was sitting in her kitchen with her friend's hand in hers, the woman who was being forgiven, the woman who was being given a second chance.

"What changed?" Corinna asked. "Why did you decide to forgive me? Why did you decide not to tell Nick? Why did you decide to let me keep my life? After everything I did. After everything I took from you. Why would you let me keep anything?"

Margo was quiet for a moment. She looked out the window at the snow, at the fields, at the hills beyond, at the world that was white and still and waiting.

"Because I saw you," she said. "I saw you in my kitchen, with your hand on your belly, with your eyes on my face, and I saw someone I didn't recognize. I saw someone who was not the woman I had been friends with for fifteen years. I saw someone who was not the woman who had betrayed me. I saw someone who was not the woman who had destroyed my family. I saw someone who was not the woman who had taken my son. I saw someone who was not the woman who had lied to me. I saw someone who was not the woman who had hurt me. I saw someone who was not the woman I thought she was. I saw someone who was awake. I saw someone who was alive. I saw someone who was becoming something I didn't understand. And I knew that I couldn't destroy her. I knew that I couldn't take that away from her. I knew that I couldn't be the one who put her back to sleep. I knew that I couldn't be the one who killed her. Because I loved her. Because I had always loved her. Because she was my friend. Because she was the woman I painted. Because she was the woman I trusted. Because she was the woman I wanted to forgive. Because she was the woman I needed to forgive. Because if I didn't forgive her, I would lose her. And I had already lost too much. I couldn't lose her too."

Corinna held her friend's hand. She held it and cried, and Margo cried with her, and they sat in the kitchen and let the tears fall, let the grief come, let the thing that had been between them for fifteen years heal.

Margo left when the snow began to melt. She stood at the door, her coat wet, her face pale, her eyes red, and she looked at Corinna, and Corinna looked at her, and the silence between them was the silence of the valley, the house, the whole world that was beginning to wake.

"I'm not going to tell Nick," Margo said. "I'm not going to tell anyone. I'm going to keep your secret. I'm going to protect you. I'm going to protect him. I'm going to protect my family. I'm going to protect yours. I'm going to let you keep your life. I'm going to let you keep your children. I'm going to let you keep everything you have. I'm going to let you be the woman you are. I'm going to let you be the woman you've become."

Corinna looked at her. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had driven to the cottage, who had lain in a stranger's bed with two men inside her, who had come with their names on her lips, who had destroyed everything she had built. She thought about the woman she was becoming, the woman who was standing in her doorway with her friend's hand in hers, the woman who was being forgiven, the woman who was being given a second chance.

"Thank you," Corinna said. "Thank you for forgiving me. Thank you for protecting me. Thank you for letting me keep my life. Thank you for letting me be the woman I am. Thank you for letting me be the woman I've become. Thank you for being my friend. Thank you for loving me. Thank you for not letting me go."

Margo smiled. It was not the smile she had worn before the summer, before Italy, before everything had changed. It was a smaller smile, a sadder smile, a smile that had been through something and survived. It was the smile of a woman who had been broken and was beginning to heal.

"You're welcome," she said. "You're welcome. Now go. Go be the woman you are. Go be the woman you've become. Go be the woman who woke up. Go be the woman who is alive. Go be the woman who is my friend. Go be the woman I love. Go be the woman I forgive. Go be the woman I will always forgive. Because you're my friend. Because you've always been my friend. Because you'll always be my friend. No matter what. No matter who you become. No matter who you love. No matter what you do. You'll always be my friend. And I'll always forgive you. Because that's what friends do. That's what love does. That's what forgiveness does. It lets us be the people we are. It lets us be the people we've become. It lets us be the people we're going to be."

She walked out the door. Corinna watched her go, watched her get into her car, watched her drive down the lane, watched her disappear into the valley. She stood in the doorway and watched her friend go, and she felt something she had not felt in months, something that was not wanting, was not need, was something else, was the thing that had been between them for fifteen years, the thing that had been broken and was beginning to heal.

She put her hand on her belly. The baby moved, a flutter, a shift, a presence, and she thought about the life that was growing inside her, the life that was going to be born in the spring, the life that was going to need her, that was going to know her, that was going to become the thing that held her to the life she had rebuilt.

She thought about Dorian. She thought about his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin, his voice in her ear, the way he said her name when he came. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who was his, the woman who was hers, the woman she had become.

She thought about Nick. She thought about the life they had built, the children they had raised, the years they had spent together. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had loved him, the woman who had been his wife. She thought about the woman she was now, the woman who was not his wife anymore, the woman who had not been his wife for months, the woman who was someone else, who was something else, who was not the woman he had married.

She closed the door. She walked through the house that had been her home for ten years, the house where she had raised her children, the house where she had destroyed her life, the house where she was beginning to build a new one. She walked through the rooms and felt nothing, nothing except the wanting that was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real.

She went to her room. She lay on the bed and put her hand on her belly and felt the baby move, felt the flutter of it, the presence of it, the life that was growing inside her. She closed her eyes and thought about the woman she was, the woman who had been forgiven, the woman who had been given a second chance, the woman who was going to be the woman she had become.

She opened her eyes. The light was fading, the afternoon giving way to evening, and she lay in the silence and listened to the house and felt the baby move and thought about nothing at all.

She picked up her phone. She stared at the screen, at the messages she had sent, at the messages she had received, at the words that had held her together for months, that had been the only thing that was real.

She typed: She came. Margo came. She forgave me. She told me she understood. She told me she was asleep too. She told me she was dead too. She told me she was waiting to wake up too. She told me she forgave me. She told me she would always forgive me. She told me she would protect me. She told me she would protect us. She told me she would keep our secret. She told me she would let us be who we are. She told me she would let us be who we've become.

She sent the message. She set the phone on the bed and lay in the silence and waited.

His reply came a moment later: I'm coming. Wait for me. I'm coming. I'll always come. I'll always come to you. I'll always be there. I'll always be yours.

She smiled. She smiled because the wanting was still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real. She smiled because she was alive. She smiled because she was awake. She smiled because she was the woman she had become.

Chapter 36: The Fourth Season

The baby was born in April, on a morning when the valley was green again, the oaks beginning to leaf, the blackthorn blossoming along the lanes. She came quickly, as if she had been waiting for the spring, for the light, for the world to wake from its winter sleep. Corinna held her in the grey light of dawn, her daughter's face against her breast, her body still trembling with the effort of bringing her into the world, and she looked at her and thought about the woman she had been, the woman she was, the woman she was becoming.

She named her Eve. Not for anyone, not for anything she could name. It was the name that had come to her in the months since the confession, since the forgiveness, since the life she had built had crumbled and she had begun to build another. Eve. The beginning. The first woman. The one who had eaten the fruit and woken up and known what it meant to be alive.

Nick came to see her in the hospital. He stood in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his face older than she remembered, thinner, the lines deeper. He looked at her, and she looked at him, and the silence between them was the silence of the years they had spent together, the children they had raised, the life they had built and destroyed.

"She's beautiful," he said. "She looks like you."

Corinna looked down at her daughter, at the face that was hers and not hers, at the life that was growing inside her and was now outside her, separate, her own. "She looks like Theo. She has his mouth."

Nick crossed the room and stood beside the bed. He looked at the baby, at his daughter, at the child he had made with a woman he did not know, a woman he had loved, a woman he had lost.

"What are you going to do?" he asked. "What are you going to do now? What are you going to do with the rest of your life?"

She looked up at him. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had loved him, the woman who had been his wife. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who drove to a cottage on the far side of the valley, who lay in a stranger's bed with two men inside her, who came with their names on her lips, who could not stop, who did not want to stop.

"I'm going to stay here," she said. "I'm going to raise our children. I'm going to be the mother they need. I'm going to be the woman I am. I'm going to be the woman I've become. I'm going to be the woman who loves someone else. I'm going to be the woman who can't stop. I'm going to be the woman who doesn't want to stop. I'm going to be the woman who woke up. I'm going to be the woman who is alive."

Nick looked at her for a long moment. She saw something in his face that she had not seen before, something that was not anger, was not grief, was something else, was the thing that had been between them for sixteen years, the thing that had held them together, the thing that was letting them go.

"I'm not going to fight you," he said. "I'm not going to take the children. I'm not going to take the house. I'm not going to take anything. I'm going to let you keep your life. I'm going to let you keep the life you built. I'm going to let you be the woman you are. I'm going to let you be the woman you've become. Because I loved you. Because I still love you. Because I will always love you. Because you're the mother of my children. Because you're the woman I married. Because you're the woman I built a life with. Because you're the woman I lost. Because you're the woman I'm letting go."

He kissed her forehead. She felt his lips on her skin, the same lips that had kissed her a thousand times, a million times, in the life they had shared. She closed her eyes and let him kiss her, let him hold her, let him be the man she had loved, the man she had lost, the man she was letting go.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm sorry I hurt you. I'm sorry I lied to you. I'm sorry I wasn't the woman you thought I was. I'm sorry I couldn't be the woman you wanted me to be. I'm sorry I couldn't love you the way you deserved to be loved. I'm sorry I couldn't be the wife you needed. I'm sorry I couldn't be the woman I was before. I'm sorry I couldn't be anyone except the woman I've become."

He stepped back. He looked at her, at the woman he had loved, the woman he had lost, the woman he was letting go. "I'm not sorry. I'm not sorry for loving you. I'm not sorry for the life we built. I'm not sorry for the children we raised. I'm not sorry for the years we spent together. I'm not sorry for any of it. I'm not sorry for the woman you were. I'm not sorry for the woman you've become. I'm not sorry for the woman you are. I'm not sorry for letting you go. Because I love you. Because I will always love you. Because you will always be the mother of my children. Because you will always be the woman I married. Because you will always be the woman I built a life with. Because you will always be the woman I lost. Because you will always be the woman I'm letting go."

He walked out the door. She watched him go, watched him walk down the corridor, watched him disappear into the light. She lay in the bed with her daughter in her arms and her heart in her throat and the wanting still there, that would always be there, that was the only thing that was real.

Dorian came to her that afternoon. He came to the house at Cwm Bryn, to the room where she was lying with Eve beside her, to the life she was rebuilding from the ruins of the life she had destroyed. He stood in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his face young and old at the same time, the boy she had loved, the man she had become.

She looked at him. She thought about the summer, about the blue dress, about the pool, about the storm, about the first time he kissed her in the kitchen, about the first time he was inside her, about all the times after, the times she had driven down the lane, the times she had taken off her dress, the times she had said his name when she came.

"Come here," she said.

He crossed the room and sat beside her on the bed. He looked at the baby, at Eve, at the child who was not his, who would never be his, who was the daughter of the man she had left, the man she had lost, the man she was letting go.

"She's beautiful," he said. "She looks like you."

Corinna looked at her daughter, at the face that was hers and not hers, at the life that was growing inside her and was now outside her, separate, her own. "She looks like Theo. She has his mouth."

He reached out and touched the baby's hand, his finger curling around hers, and she saw something in his face that she had not seen before, something that was not wanting, was not need, was something else, was the thing that had been between them since the summer, since the first time she drove down the lane, since the first time she took off her dress and let him see her.

"I love you," he said. "I love you. I've loved you since I was fifteen. I loved you when I didn't know what love was. I loved you when I didn't know who I was. I loved you when I didn't know who you were. I loved you when you were sleeping. I loved you when you were dead. I loved you when you woke up. I loved you when you became alive. I loved you when you became the woman you are. I loved you when you became the woman I see in front of me. The woman who is awake. The woman who is alive. The woman who is mine."

She looked at him. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had been asleep, the woman who had been dead. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who was awake, the woman who was alive. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who was sitting in her bed with her daughter in her arms and the man she loved beside her, the woman who had lost everything and was building something new.

"I love you too," she said. "I love you. I didn't know it. I didn't know what it meant to love someone. I didn't know what it meant to be alive. I didn't know what it meant to be awake. I didn't know what it meant to be the woman I am. I didn't know what it meant to be the woman I've become. I didn't know any of it. Until you. Until the summer. Until the pool. Until the storm. Until the first time you kissed me in the kitchen. Until the first time you were inside me. Until the first time I said your name when I came. I didn't know any of it. And then I knew. I knew what it meant to be alive. I knew what it meant to be awake. I knew what it meant to be the woman I am. I knew what it meant to be the woman I've become. I knew what it meant to be yours."

He kissed her, and she kissed him back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both.

The weeks that followed were the quietest of her life. She stayed at Cwm Bryn with the children, with Eve, with the life she was rebuilding. Nick came to see the children on weekends, and they were civil, were kind, were the people they had become. Ivy spoke to her mother now, not much, but enough, the silence between them beginning to heal. Theo asked questions she could not answer, and she told him the truth as best she could, told him that his father loved him, that she loved him, that none of it was his fault.

Dorian came to her when he could. He came in the evenings, after the children were asleep, after the house had settled into the silence that had become its only rhythm. He came to her and held her and touched her and filled her, and she let him, needed him, wanted him with a wanting that had not diminished, would never diminish, was the only thing that kept her from falling apart.

He came to her on a Sunday in May, when the valley was green and the trees were in leaf and the blackthorn had given way to hawthorn, white along the lanes. He came to her in the evening, when the light was long and golden, when the children were asleep, when the house was quiet.

They lay in her bed, the windows open, the sound of the stream coming up from the garden, the smell of the valley—grass and earth and the first roses of the summer. She lay with her head on his chest, her hand on his stomach, her legs tangled with his, and she listened to his heart and felt the baby move—Eve, who was in the next room, sleeping, growing, becoming the woman she would be.

"I've been thinking about something," she said. "Something I've been wanting to ask you."

He was quiet, his hand on her back, his fingers tracing the curve of her spine.

"What are we going to do?" she asked. "What are we going to do about us? About the children? About the life we want to build? About the life we're building? What are we going to do?"

He was quiet for a moment. His hand moved on her back, her shoulder, her hair. "We're going to stay here. We're going to raise your children. We're going to watch them grow. We're going to be together. We're going to be the people we are. We're going to be the people we've become. We're going to be the people we're going to be. We're going to be us. We're going to be together. We're going to be yours and mine. We're going to be the woman who woke up and the man who woke her. We're going to be the woman who is alive and the man who made her alive. We're going to be the woman who loves and the man who loves her. We're going to be the woman I see in front of me and the man you see in front of you. We're going to be us. We're going to be together. We're going to be the people we are."

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face was serious, the wanting still there, the hunger that was always there, but something else too, something that was not only wanting, was something else, was the thing that had been between them since the summer, since the first time she drove down the lane, since the first time she took off her dress and let him see her.

"You're not going to leave," she said. "You're not going to go to university. You're not going to go away. You're going to stay here. With me. With the children. With the life we're building. You're going to stay."

He kissed her forehead. "I'm going to stay. I'm going to stay here. With you. With the children. With the life we're building. I'm going to be the man who stays. I'm going to be the man who loves you. I'm going to be the man who is yours. I'm going to be the man who is here. I'm going to be the man who doesn't leave. I'm going to be the man who is yours. I'm going to be the man who is mine. I'm going to be the man we are."

She kissed him. She kissed him because there were no words for what she was feeling, because the words would break her, because the wanting was a thing that could not be said, could only be done, could only be felt, could only be lived. He kissed her back, and she felt the wanting in him, the same wanting that was in her, the wanting that was not going to be satisfied, that was only going to grow, that was going to become something that would consume them both.

The next morning, she walked to the village. The lane was wet with dew, the hedgerows thick with hawthorn, the fields green, the hills blue in the distance. She walked with Eve in a sling against her chest, the baby sleeping, her face turned toward the light.

She saw him in the village. He was standing outside the post office, a letter in his hand, his face turned toward her. He saw her, and his face changed, the wanting in his eyes sharpening, darkening, becoming something that was almost hunger. He crossed the street and stood in front of her, and she looked at him, and he looked at her, and the wanting was a thing that filled the space between them, that filled the village, that filled the whole valley.

"You're here," he said.

She looked at him. She thought about the summer, about the blue dress, about the pool, about the storm, about the first time he kissed her in the kitchen, about the first time he was inside her, about all the times after, the times she had driven down the lane, the times she had taken off her dress, the times she had said his name when she came.

"I'm here," she said. "I'm always here. I'll always be here. I'll always be the woman who came to you. I'll always be the woman who took off her dress. I'll always be the woman who let you touch her. I'll always be the woman who let you taste her. I'll always be the woman who let you fill her. I'll always be the woman who said your name when she came. I'll always be the woman who woke up. I'll always be the woman who is alive. I'll always be the woman who is yours."

He took her hand. His hand was warm, his fingers strong, his palm against hers. He held her hand, and she held his, and they stood in the village, in the light, in the spring, and the world was green and growing and waiting.

"I love you," he said. "I love you. I've loved you since I was fifteen. I loved you when I didn't know what love was. I loved you when I didn't know who I was. I loved you when I didn't know who you were. I loved you when you were sleeping. I loved you when you were dead. I loved you when you woke up. I loved you when you became alive. I loved you when you became the woman you are. I loved you when you became the woman I see in front of me. The woman who is awake. The woman who is alive. The woman who is mine."

She looked at him. She thought about the woman she had been, the woman who had been asleep, the woman who had been dead. She thought about the woman she had become, the woman who was awake, the woman who was alive. She thought about the woman she was, the woman who was standing in the village with her daughter in her arms and the man she loved beside her, the woman who had lost everything and was building something new.

"I love you too," she said. "I love you. I didn't know it. I didn't know what it meant to love someone. I didn't know what it meant to be alive. I didn't know what it meant to be awake. I didn't know what it meant to be the woman I am. I didn't know what it meant to be the woman I've become. I didn't know any of it. Until you. Until the summer. Until the pool. Until the storm. Until the first time you kissed me in the kitchen. Until the first time you were inside me. Until the first time I said your name when I came. I didn't know any of it. And then I knew. I knew what it meant to be alive. I knew what it meant to be awake. I knew what it meant to be the woman I am. I knew what it meant to be the woman I've become. I knew what it meant to be yours."

He held her hand. She held his. They stood in the village, in the light, in the spring, and the world was green and growing and waiting. She looked at him, and he looked at her, and the wanting was a thing that filled the space between them, that filled the village, that filled the whole valley. She smiled. He smiled. The baby woke and stretched and opened her eyes to the light.
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