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From the Author

I was digging through my sales reports recently and discovered something interesting.

Sales from the UK make up about 15% of total revenue for Kumquat Publishing. But they account for over 30% of our cuckolding titles. And for the Shared Wives series specifically? Almost 40%.

I mentioned this to a British friend. He blushed and changed the subject.

I'm not a sociologist. I don't have a theory. But I found it fascinating enough to do something about it.

And so: Sharing Kate. Set in Bath and Bristol, written in as British a register as I could manage without making a complete arse of myself. Tea after sex parties. Slug pellets at munches. A husband who says "Blimey" at exactly the right moment.

Kate and Daniel surprised me. I expected to write a story about a woman discovering her desires. I ended up writing a story about a marriage. One strong enough to hold everything they found inside it. Daniel isn't just along for the ride. He's driving. And Kate isn't just surrendering to strangers. She's surrendering to the woman she's been all along.

Yes, there will be a Part 2. The door is open. What comes next is whatever they want.

Thanks for reading.

Love always,
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Sharing Kate

A "Shared Wives" Novel

By Raven Merlot


CHAPTER ONE

Kate’s shoes made no sound on the corridor’s worn carpet. She’d finally surrendered to the sensible flats last term. Arch support, cushioned soles, the sort of thing her mother would approve of. By three o’clock, her feet had stopped aching for the first time in years. A small capitulation to practicality. She tried not to think about what it signified.

“Kate.” Margaret Henson stepped out of the departmental office, a manila folder pressed to her chest. “Glad I caught you. Quick word about the external examiner visit?”

Kate slowed, shifting her bag higher on her shoulder. “Of course.”

“Ferguson’s confirmed for the nineteenth. We’ll need sample papers from your Victorian module by the twelfth at the latest.” Margaret glanced at the folder as if it contained the specific bureaucratic misery she was about to distribute. “I know it’s tight.”

“I’ll manage.” Kate kept her voice mild. “I’ve got a filing system that borders on the pathological.”

Margaret’s mouth twitched. The closest she came to laughter. “I heard your Tess seminar went well today. Third-years actually participating?”

“Voluntarily, even. We were discussing the bit where Hardy’s narrator gets rather judgy about fallen women.” Kate tilted her head. “They had opinions.”

“Dangerous.”

“Quite.”

Margaret tucked the folder under her arm, already half-turning toward the stairs. “Right. The twelfth, then. Papers on my desk.”

“You’ll have them.”

Kate watched her disappear around the corner then continued toward the staff toilet at the end of the corridor. The late afternoon light slanted through the high windows, catching dust motes. Somewhere below, a door banged shut. She thought about nothing in particular: the stack of essays waiting in her office, whether there was milk at home, the office hour she’d scheduled for half four.

She pushed open the toilet door.

The end stall. Kate latched the door and stood for a moment, bag hung on the hook, enjoying the silence. The fluorescent light hummed. She tugged her blouse straight, checked her phone. Nothing. She put it away.

Tights. She’d been adjusting them between classes all day. Something about the waistband. She hiked her skirt and sorted it out then sat.

The outer door opened.

Footsteps. Two sets. A girl’s voice, barely above a whisper. “What if someone comes in?”

A low laugh. Male. “Then be quiet.”

The middle stall door banged open. Banged shut. The lock scraped into place.

Kate’s hands stopped moving. She sat perfectly still, skirt still rucked around her thighs, and listened to the rustle of clothing, the soft thud of a body against the partition wall.

She didn’t breathe.

His voice came through the partition. Low, unhurried. “On your knees.”

The sound of compliance. Fabric rustling. A soft thump as knees hit tile.

“Good girl.” A pause. Kate heard a zip. “You know what to do.”

Wet sounds. The girl gagging then recovering.

Kate’s fingers pressed into her thighs.

“That’s it. All of it. Fucking hell, you’re eager today.” His breathing changed. “Look at me while you do it. Eyes up.”

A muffled moan. Affirmation.

Kate’s pulse thudded in her ears. She should cough. Flush the toilet. Announce herself somehow. Her hand didn’t move toward the handle.

“Such a good little slut.” The word landed in Kate’s stomach, hot and wrong. “You love this, don’t you? Tell me.”

The girl pulled off long enough to speak. “I love it.” Her voice was wrecked, breathless. “Please. I want more.”

“More what? Say it properly.”

“I want you to fuck me.” The girl’s voice cracked. “Please. I need it.”

“Need what?”

“Your cock. Please.”

“And what are you?”

A pause. Kate stopped breathing.

“I’m your slut.” The girl said it like a confession. Like a gift. “I’m your slut, and I need you to fuck me.”

Kate’s hand was between her legs. She didn’t remember putting it there. Through the tights, through her knickers, she could feel how wet she was. The heel of her palm pressed down, and her hips shifted without permission.

Through the gap at the bottom of the partition: bare knees on grey tile. The girl’s skirt bunched around her thighs. Kate watched her rise, watched her get pulled up and turned around.

“Hands on the wall. That’s it.” The sound of a condom wrapper. “Push that arse back. Show me what’s mine.”

The girl whimpered. Not protest. Anticipation.

A sharp crack. Palm on flesh. The girl moaned, long and low.

“Louder,” he said. “Let me hear you.”

Another slap. The moan that followed was almost a word. Almost thank you.

Kate’s hand pressed against herself, unmoving. Just pressure. Just heat. Her face burned. An academic. A professional. Crouched on a toilet with her hand between her legs, listening to a student get fucked in the next stall. She couldn’t move it away.

The rhythm started. The wet sound of him pushing into her, the girl’s breath punched out with each thrust. The partition wall shuddered.

“That’s it. Take it.” His voice had gone rough. “Fucking take it.”

“Yes. God, yes. Harder.”

Kate held her breath. Her hand stayed where it was, pressed tight, feeling her own pulse through the layers of fabric. She was soaked. She could feel it.

It built. The girl’s cries rising in pitch, his grunts lower, more animal. The slap of skin on skin.

Then he finished. A groan, a stuttered thrust, the girl whimpering beneath him. Stillness.

Rustling. The snap of the stall lock. Kate heard them adjusting clothing, a whispered exchange she couldn’t make out. The girl giggled. He shushed her, but he was laughing, too.

The outer door swung open and banged shut. Footsteps receding down the corridor.

Kate sat in the silence. Her hand still pressed between her legs. Her knickers soaked through, the damp obvious even through her tights. She stared at the back of the stall door and didn’t move.

She waited. Counted to sixty. Did it again.

When Kate finally stood, her legs were unsteady. She smoothed her skirt, adjusted her tights. Unlatched the door.

The mirror showed her a stranger. Flushed cheeks, bright eyes. Colour high on her throat. She ran the cold tap, splashed water on her face and wrists. Blotted herself dry with paper towels that left fibres on her skin.

Professional Kate looked back at her. Almost. Close enough.

Office hour. A second-year with questions about the essay deadline. A third-year wanting to discuss dissertation topics. Kate nodded, spoke, said the right things. Her voice sounded normal. Her hands stayed flat on the desk.

“Hardy’s use of landscape,” she heard herself say. “The way the Vale of Blackmoor functions as a kind of Eden.”

The student wrote something down. Kate’s mind slipped. The wet sound. I’m your slut. She pulled herself back.

“We can discuss it further next week.”

The drive home. Pulteney Bridge in the evening light, the weir churning below. Past the abbey, the Roman baths, the tourists photographing everything. Up through the Georgian terraces toward home. The same route she always took. The same city she’d lived in for six years.

She pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine. Sat there. The sounds still playing. Her hand, pressed between her legs. What she’d done. Who she’d been for those few minutes in the stall.

Kate took her keys from the ignition. Sat for one more breath. Then she opened the door and went inside.

The kitchen was warm, noisy. Sophie at the table with her laptop, Oliver rummaging in the fridge. Daniel at the hob, stirring something that smelled of garlic and tomatoes.

“Mum.” Sophie didn’t look up. “Mr. Henderson said my personal statement needs to show more passion for helping people. Like I’m supposed to pretend I had a dying grandparent or something.”

“He’s not wrong,” Kate said. She set her bag down, kissed Daniel on the cheek. “Smells good.”

“Pasta. Nothing fancy.” He glanced at her. “Long day?”

“The usual.” She moved past him to the cupboard, took down plates, set them around the table while Daniel drained the pasta.

Oliver emerged from the fridge with a block of cheese. “Can I have this?”

“At dinner,” Daniel said. “Fifteen minutes.”

I’m your slut. Kate opened the cutlery drawer. The words arrived without warning, the girl’s wrecked voice, and Kate’s hand paused over the forks.

“Mum? Forks?”

“Sorry. Yes.” She counted out four, carried them to the table. Sophie was still typing. Oliver had his phone out. An ordinary Tuesday evening.

Kate sat down, folded her hands in her lap, and felt the echo of pressure between her legs, hours old now, still there.

Oliver talked about rugby practice, a try he’d scored. Daniel asked questions, made the right noises. Kate served salad, refilled water glasses, told Sophie that passion could be manufactured for a personal statement and she’d help her redraft it this weekend.

“Thanks.” Sophie speared a piece of pasta. “It’s due next Friday.”

“We’ll sort it.”

I’m your slut, and I need you to fuck me.

Kate reached for her wine. The glass was cool against her palm. She drank, nodded at something Daniel was saying about a client, and the evening continued around her like a play she knew all the lines to.

She cleared the plates. Loaded the dishwasher. Wiped down the counters while Daniel finished his wine, and Sophie disappeared upstairs, and Oliver turned on the television in the other room.

Normal. All of it. The same as any other Tuesday.

Kate hung up the tea towel, and her hands were steady, and no one had noticed a thing.

Daniel fell asleep at half ten. Kate listened to his breathing, slow and deepen; felt his weight settle into the mattress beside her.

The ceiling was a grey blank in the darkness. She should sleep. Tomorrow: a nine o’clock lecture, marking to finish, a department meeting she couldn’t miss. Her body was tired. Her mind wouldn’t stop.

I’m your slut.

Kate closed her eyes. The girl’s voice came back, clear as it had been through the partition. The way she’d said it. Not ashamed. Not reluctant. Like she meant it. Like she wanted to mean it.

I’m your slut, and I need you to fuck me.

Heat pooled low in Kate’s stomach. The same heat she’d carried through dinner, through the washing up, through the hours of performing normalcy. Still there. Still waiting.

Daniel’s breathing didn’t change. Slow and even. Unaware.

Kate’s hand moved under the duvet. Quietly. Carefully. She found herself through the cotton of her pyjamas, already wet, and pressed down.

The sounds came back. The slap of his palm on flesh. The girl’s moan. The rhythm through the partition wall, and Kate matching it without meaning to. Her hand in the stall, pressed between her legs, holding still when she wanted to move.

She moved now. Small circles, slow, biting her lip against the sound that wanted to escape. Daniel three inches away, sleeping. The girl’s voice in her head: I’m your slut. I’m your slut.

It didn’t take long. The tension had been building for hours. Kate came with her teeth clenched, her breath held, her whole body rigid with the effort of silence.

She lay still. Her hand wet, her heart pounding. Daniel’s breathing hadn’t changed. He didn’t know.

The room settled around her. The familiar shapes of furniture in the dark. The faint glow of a streetlight through the curtains. Everything exactly as it had been an hour ago, a day ago, a year ago.

Except her.

Forty-two years old. Senior lecturer in Victorian literature. She spent her days teaching about repression and desire, about women who wanted things they weren’t supposed to want and the prices they paid for wanting them. Tess. Sue Bridehead. Lady Audley. All those constrained, punished heroines.

And she’d just come to the memory of a girl on her knees in a toilet stall, calling herself a slut like it was a prayer.

Kate stared at the ceiling. Daniel shifted in his sleep, turned away from her.

What the hell was wrong with her?

CHAPTER TWO

Wednesday. Jude the Obscure with the second years.

Kate stood at the front of the seminar room and talked about Sue Bridehead, about a woman who wanted things she couldn’t let herself have.

“So, what’s Hardy saying about her?” A student in the back row, pen tapping against his notebook.

Kate opened her mouth to give the standard answer. What came out was: “That wanting something and letting yourself want it aren’t the same thing. And the gap between them can ruin you.”

The room was quiet. Kate moved on.

Thursday. Marking in her office. The stack of essays on Middlemarch, the same arguments she’d read a hundred times. She wrote feedback, sipped cold tea, and the memory arrived without warning. The wet sound. The girl’s voice. Kate’s pen stopped moving. She stared at the page until the words came back into focus.

Friday. She used the toilet on the second floor now. The one by the postgraduate offices. She didn’t think about why.

Saturday. The farmers’ market on Green Park Station with Daniel. Cheese, bread, the good coffee from the stall by the entrance. Kate held the paper bag of pastries and nodded at something Daniel said about Oliver’s maths tutor. The morning was bright and ordinary, and she was half a second behind all of it.

“Kate?” Daniel was looking at her.

“Sorry. What?”

“Eggs. Do we need more?”

“Yes. Probably. Yes.”

Sunday roast. The four of them around the table. Kate carved the roast, passed plates, asked Sophie about her biology coursework. The answers came when they should. The right expressions at the right moments. But there was a delay, a tiny gap between stimulus and response, and once or twice she caught Daniel watching her across the table.

She looked away. Refilled the water jug. The evening continued.

After dinner, Sophie vanished to her room. Oliver sprawled on the sofa with his phone. Daniel washed up while Kate dried, the clink of plates and the low murmur of the radio filling the silence between them.

“You all right?” Daniel asked. He didn’t look at her. Just handed her a wet pan.

“Tired.” Kate dried the pan, put it away. “Long week.”

He nodded. Handed her the next dish. Didn’t push.

The kids went to bed. Kate poured herself a second glass of wine and settled into the corner of the sofa. Daniel sat at the other end, his own glass in hand, the Sunday night silence settling around them.

He didn’t say anything for a while. Just sat. Kate could feel him not asking.

“You’ve been somewhere else all week.”

Kate looked at her wine. “Have I?”

“You have.”

She tried for lightness. “Maybe I’m having a torrid affair with the head of department. Gerald’s been giving me looks.”

Daniel didn’t laugh. Gerald was sixty-three and spoke exclusively about funding cuts.

The silence came back. Kate felt the weight of it pressing against her chest.

“Kate.”

She could deflect again. Make another joke. Wait for him to let it go, the way he usually did. He wasn’t a pusher, Daniel. He left doors open and trusted her to walk through them.

The wine was warm in her throat.

“Something happened,” she said. “At work. Tuesday.”

Daniel set his glass down. Waited.

“This is going to sound absurd.”

Daniel didn’t say anything. Just waited.

“I was in the toilet. The staff one, in the humanities building. End stall.” Kate looked at her wine, not at him. “And two students came in. A boy and a girl. They went into the stall next to mine.”

She paused. Let him catch up.

“Right,” Daniel said.

“They didn’t know I was there. And they …” Kate took a breath. “They had sex. In the stall. I was trapped. I couldn’t leave without them knowing someone had heard everything.”

“Christ.” Daniel’s voice was neutral. Processing.

“So, I stayed. And I listened.” The words were coming faster now, tumbling out before she could shape them properly. “I heard everything. The sounds. What he said to her. What she said back.”

She stopped. Her face was hot.

Daniel was quiet for a moment. “That sounds … uncomfortable.”

“It was.”

“Is that what’s been bothering you? That you overheard something awkward?”

Kate shook her head. The inadequacy of his understanding pressed against her chest. She was going to have to say more.

“It wasn’t just awkward. It was …” She reached for a word and couldn’t find one. “What they were saying to each other. What he called her. What she called herself.”

Daniel’s brow furrowed. He set his wine down. “What did she say?”

Kate looked at her hands. “He asked her what she was. And she said … she said ‘I’m your slut.’ Like it was a confession. Like she was giving him something.” She could hear her own voice, too precise, too careful. “And then she said she needed him to fuck her. And she meant it. You could hear how much she meant it.”

The room was quiet.

“And you listened to all of this?” Daniel asked.

“I couldn’t leave. The embarrassment would have been too much.”

“No, I understand that. But …” He paused. “Kate, why is this still with you? A week later?”

There it was. The question she’d been circling.

Kate took a long drink of wine and made herself look at him.

“Because I didn’t just listen.” Her voice came out smaller than she’d intended. “I … My hand was between my legs. I don’t remember deciding to put it there. It just was. And I was … I was soaked, Daniel. Through my tights. Through everything. Listening to this girl get fucked in a toilet stall, and I was …”

She stopped. Her throat had closed up.

Daniel didn’t speak. His face was hard to read in the low light. Not disgust, she thought. But not nothing, either.

“I couldn’t stop,” Kate said. “I sat there with my hand pressed between my legs, and I couldn’t move it, and I couldn’t stop listening. And afterward, I went to my office hour and taught, and drove home and set the table, and I was still thinking about it. I’m still thinking about it.”

The silence stretched. Kate could hear the dishwasher humming in the kitchen, the faint creak of the house settling. Normal sounds. The world continuing as if she hadn’t just said any of that.

Daniel leaned back against the sofa. Kate watched him process, watched the information settle.

“Did anyone see you?” he said. “Coming out of the toilet after them?”

Kate blinked. “No. I waited. I waited a long time.”

“Good. That’s good.” He nodded, as if they were discussing a logistical problem. “And the students; do you know who they were? Could it come back to you somehow?”

Kate stared at him. The distance between what she’d said and what he’d heard opened up like a gap in the floor.

“Daniel, that’s not the point.”

He rubbed his face. “Then what is?”

The question hung there. Kate felt the shape of the real answer pressing against her teeth.

“I’m not worried,” she said. “That’s the problem.”

Daniel went still.

Kate pushed on before she could stop herself. “I keep thinking about her voice. The way she said it. Like it was something she’d been waiting to say. And when I think about it, I don’t feel disturbed. I feel …”

She couldn’t finish. Didn’t need to.

“Oh,” Daniel said.

“I wanted to be her.” The words came out flat, matter-of-fact. “On my knees in a toilet stall, saying those things. Meaning them.”

The room shifted. Kate could feel it in her skin.

Daniel’s breathing had changed. He was sitting differently, a tension in his shoulders that hadn’t been there a moment ago. She recognized that tension.

But what he said was, “That must be confusing. For you.”

Confusing. Such a careful word. Such a husband word. Kate watched him reach for the correct response while his body told a different story entirely.

“Yes,” she said. “It is.”

He nodded. Neither of them moved. The thing was named now, sitting between them on the sofa, and neither of them knew what to do with it.

They went up to bed without deciding to. The conversation simply ran out of words, and then they were turning off lights, checking the front door, climbing the stairs in silence. The ordinary choreography of a Sunday night.

Kate changed in the bathroom. When she came out, Daniel was already under the duvet, lying on his back. She slid in beside him. Not touching, but not distant either. An inch of mattress between them.

The ceiling was the same grey blank it had been every night that week. Kate stared at it. Daniel’s breathing was steady, but she knew he wasn’t asleep. The quality of his stillness was too deliberate.

She had told him. The words were out now, impossible to retrieve. I wanted to be her. It sat in the room with them, taking up space.

What happened now? Kate didn’t know. There was no script for this. No chapter in any marriage book. She’d confessed to her husband that she’d touched herself while listening to a student get fucked, and that she wanted to be the one on her knees, and he’d said confusing and she’d said yes and now they were lying in the dark and the world hadn’t ended, but it hadn’t stayed the same either.

Daniel shifted beside her. Still awake.

Kate heard herself speak. Half a laugh in it, half something else.

“What would the neighbours think?”

A pause. She could feel him almost smile in the darkness.

“Indeed.”

The word hung there. Kate closed her eyes.

CHAPTER THREE

The canal was grey under a grey sky. Kate walked beside Daniel, their footsteps steady on the towpath, a narrowboat chugging past them toward the lock. Saturday morning. Sophie at a friend’s house, Oliver at rugby. The time they carved out for themselves, most weekends.

Neither of them had mentioned Sunday night. Not Monday, not Tuesday, not at any point during the week. But it was there. Kate could feel it in the careful way they moved around each other. The thing in the room had followed them out of the bedroom.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said.

Daniel didn’t break stride. “I assumed.”

A jogger passed them going the other way. Kate waited until she was gone.

“About what I said. What I wanted.” She watched the water, not him. A moorhen paddled near the reeds. “I’ve been trying to understand it. Why that … why hearing that affected me the way it did.”

“And?”

“It wasn’t what he called her.” The words came slowly, pulled up from somewhere she hadn’t fully explored. “That’s not really it. Or not all of it.”

Daniel was quiet. Waiting. A duck landed on the water ahead of them, skidding to a stop.

“She was free,” Kate said. “That’s the thing. She wasn’t performing. She wasn’t thinking about how she sounded, or what it meant, or whether she was doing it right. She was just … gone. Completely lost in it.”

They walked in silence for a moment. Another narrowboat, this one moored, curtains drawn. Someone living there, Kate thought. A whole different life.

“I’m always in control,” she said. “I always have been. Good student. Good academic. Good mother.” She kicked a stone off the path into the water. “Even with you. Sex with you. It’s good. It is. But it’s …”

“Considered,” Daniel said.

Kate looked at him. “Yes. Exactly. Considered. Equal. We check in with each other. We make sure it’s working. And that’s good. That’s right. But it means I’m never …” She trailed off.

A couple approached from the other direction, walking a spaniel. Kate and Daniel stepped aside, nodded hello, waited for them to pass.

“Never what?” Daniel asked.

“Never not thinking.” Kate shoved her hands in her coat pockets. “I’m always aware. Of myself, of you, of how it’s going. There’s always a part of my brain running commentary. Monitoring. Making sure I’m doing it properly.”

Daniel was quiet for a few paces. “And this girl in the toilet. She wasn’t doing that.”

“No. She was just … there. In it. No monitoring. No commentary. Just surrender.” The word landed between them. Kate let it sit. “That’s what I heard in her voice. Not degradation. Freedom.”

The path curved ahead, following the bend in the canal. A heron stood motionless on the opposite bank, watching something in the shallows.

“I don’t know how to get there,” Kate said. “I don’t know if I can. But I keep thinking about it. What it would feel like to just … stop. Stop monitoring. Stop being in charge of the experience.”

Daniel didn’t respond immediately. Kate could feel him thinking, choosing his words.

“You want to lose control,” he said.

“I want to give it up. There’s a difference.” She wasn’t sure there was, but it mattered to say it. “Not have it taken. Give it. To someone I trust.”

The heron took off, slow wingbeats carrying it downstream. They both watched it go.

“To me,” Daniel said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

More silence. Their footsteps on the path. The lap of water against the bank.

“What would that look like?” he asked. “Practically.”

Kate almost laughed. Practically. Such a Daniel word. But he wasn’t dismissing her. He was trying to understand.

“I don’t know exactly. I’ve never …” She shook her head. “You’d be in charge. Completely. You’d tell me what to do, and I’d do it. No negotiating, no checking in. I’d just … follow.”

Daniel absorbed this. A narrowboat engine rumbled somewhere behind them.

“Could we try?” Kate said. The words came out smaller than she’d intended. “I know it’s strange. I know it’s not how we’ve ever been. But I can’t stop thinking about it, and I thought maybe if we—”

“Yes,” Daniel said.

Kate looked at him.

“Yes,” he said again. “We can try.”

That night. Sophie at a sleepover, Oliver in his room with headphones on. Close enough to privacy.

Kate brushed her teeth, watching herself in the bathroom mirror. The same face she’d seen every day for forty-two years. She rinsed, spat, and went to the bedroom.

Daniel was already there. Sitting on the edge of the bed, still dressed. Waiting for her.

“So,” he said.

“So.”

Kate stood in the doorway. Her heart was beating faster than it should. This was Daniel. Her husband. The man she’d slept beside for twenty years. But the air between them had changed, charged with the weight of what they’d agreed to try.

Daniel stood. Crossed to her. His hand came up to her face, cupping her jaw. Familiar. Then his grip tightened, just slightly, and he tilted her head back.

“I’m going to tell you what to do,” he said. His voice was lower than usual. “And you’re going to do it.”

Kate’s breath caught. “Yes.”

“Take off your clothes.”

She undressed. Slowly, because it seemed like she should. Daniel watched, and she could see him watching, could see him deciding to watch. The observation pulled at her, kept her present.

When she was naked, he stepped closer. Ran his hands down her sides. Then he turned her, pressed her toward the bed. “On your back.”

Kate lay down. The duvet was cool against her skin. Daniel pulled his shirt over his head, undid his belt. She watched him undress and tried to quiet the part of her brain that was cataloguing everything.

He climbed over her. Pinned her wrists above her head with one hand. His grip was firm, firmer than usual. Kate closed her eyes and reached for it. The place that girl had been. The surrender.

“You like that, do you?” Daniel’s voice in her ear.

Kate nodded. She did. She wanted to.

His other hand slid between her legs. She was wet already, had been since they’d started. His fingers moved, and Kate arched into him, trying to lose herself in the sensation.

“That’s a good girl,” he said.

The words landed somewhere in her stomach. Good girl. She’d read those words, heard them in a hundred contexts. From Daniel, now, with his hand between her legs and his weight pressing her into the mattress, they were almost right.

Almost.

His fingers moved in slow circles. Kate’s hips shifted, chasing the pressure. She kept her eyes closed, focusing on the sensation, trying to quiet the part of her brain that was still watching.

“Tell me what you want,” Daniel said.

“More.”

He gave her more. Two fingers inside her now, his thumb still working. Kate’s breath came faster. She pulled against his grip on her wrists, testing it, and he held firm.

“You like that, do you?”

The phrasing. The conversational uptick at the end. Kate heard him deciding to say it, heard the question mark where a command should be. But she nodded, anyway, because she did, she was close to something, if she could just stop noticing—

Daniel’s mouth found her breast. His teeth grazed her nipple, harder than usual. Kate gasped.

“More,” she said again. “Please.”

He shifted down her body. His mouth replaced his hand, tongue pushing inside her, and Kate gripped the sheets and tried to disappear.

She came on his tongue. A good orgasm, her back arching, his hands holding her hips in place. When she opened her eyes, Daniel was watching her face.

“Good?” he asked.

Kate nodded. It had been. It was. But she was still here. Still Kate, in her bedroom, with her husband.

Daniel moved up her body, kissed her. She tasted herself on his mouth. His cock pressed against her thigh, hard and waiting.

“I want you inside me,” she said.

“Not yet.” He was trying. She could hear him trying. “I’ll decide when.”

Kate’s stomach tightened. Yes. That.

She closed her eyes and waited, letting him choose the moment.

His hand found her throat. Light pressure. Not squeezing. Kate focused on the weight of his palm, the implied control.

“You’re being naughty,” Daniel said. “Telling me what you want.”

Kate’s jaw tightened. She kept her eyes closed, focused on the weight of his hand at her throat.

“Turn over,” Daniel said. “I want your mouth.”

Kate turned, positioned herself on her elbows. Daniel knelt in front of her, his cock at her lips. She took him in, felt him groan.

He held still.

Kate waited. His hand rested on the back of her head, but gently. No pressure. No guiding. He was letting her set the pace.

She moved on him, taking him deeper, and felt his thighs tense. A sound escaped him. But he didn’t push. Didn’t thrust. Just stood there, receiving what she gave.

Kate closed her eyes and bobbed her head, working him with her mouth and hand. Good. Familiar. Daniel’s breathing went ragged.

But he wouldn’t use her. That was the word that surfaced, unbidden. She wanted to be used. Wanted him to grip her hair and fuck her throat and not ask if she was okay. Wanted to gag and keep going because he hadn’t told her to stop.

Instead, his hand stroked her hair. Gentle. Considerate.

“God, Kate,” he breathed. “That’s amazing.”

She pulled off, looked up at him. His face was flushed, his eyes soft with pleasure and something like gratitude.

“Fuck me,” she said. “Please.”

He pushed her onto her back. Climbed over her. Slid inside in one long stroke.

Kate gasped. Daniel started to move, harder than their usual rhythm. His hand found her wrists again, pinned them above her head. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deeper.

“That’s a good girl,” he said again, and this time Kate just breathed through it.

He was trying. She could feel him trying with every thrust, every tightened grip. When he let go of her wrists to flip her onto her stomach, there was a moment where his hand pressed her face into the pillow and Kate’s whole body lit up.

Yes. There. Almost—

But then he eased off. Shifted the angle. His hand moved to her hip instead, steadying her as he drove into her from behind.

Kate gripped the sheets. The headboard knocked against the wall. Daniel’s breathing went ragged, his rhythm losing its steadiness.

“I’m close,” he said.

Kate reached between her legs, touched herself while he fucked her. Chasing it. The sensation built, crested. She came with a cry she didn’t try to muffle, and a moment later, Daniel followed, his hips stuttering, a groan pulled from somewhere deep in his chest.

He collapsed beside her. Both of them breathing hard. The room slowly coming back into focus.

Daniel’s hand found hers in the dark. Their fingers interlaced. His thumb traced circles on her palm.

“Was that …?” He trailed off. “Did it work?”

Kate stared at the ceiling. Her body was loose, satisfied. The orgasm had been real, good even. Better than most Saturday nights.

But she was still here. Still in her bedroom, in her house, in her life. Still Kate, thinking about whether she was Kate.

The girl in the toilet hadn’t been thinking. That was the whole point. She’d been gone, obliterated, nothing left but sensation and surrender. And Kate had just had the best sex she’d had in months, maybe years, and she’d been present for every second of it.

“It was good,” she said. Because it had been. Because Daniel had tried so hard. Because the effort mattered, even if the result didn’t land.

“But?”

Kate turned her head to look at him. His face in the dim light. The man she’d married. The man who’d just pinned her down and called her a good girl because she’d asked him to.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m still figuring it out.”

“I kept worrying I was hurting you,” Daniel said. “Or that you’d think I was … enjoying it too much. The roughness.”

Kate turned her head on the pillow to look at him. His profile in the dim light. The familiar line of his nose, his jaw.

“You were worried I’d think you were enjoying it too much?”

Daniel shifted beside her. The mattress dipped.

“Yes.” He was still looking at the ceiling. “I don’t want to be … the sort of man who enjoys … that sort of thing.”

Kate let the words sit. The radiator ticked in the corner. She could feel the heat coming off his body, the inch of space between them.

“I feel a bit foolish,” she said.

Daniel turned his head on the pillow. She could feel him looking at her.

“Yes?”

Kate kept her eyes on the ceiling. A water stain in the corner she’d been meaning to sort out for months. “I was so concerned about what I wanted that I barely stopped to consider if you’d really like it.”

Daniel didn’t respond. His fingers tightened around hers, just slightly. The house settled around them. Somewhere down the hall, a door clicked in its frame.

“I did enjoy it,” Daniel said. “But I didn’t enjoy enjoying it. If that makes sense.”

Kate watched the water stain. A shape like a map of somewhere. Italy, maybe. A boot.

“Yes,” she said, “I suppose it does.”

More silence. The radiator ticked. Daniel’s thumb moved against her knuckle, a slow back and forth.

“I would have to conclude,” he said eventually, “that I am a bit inhibited.”

Kate almost laughed. The formality of it. I would have to conclude. Twenty years of marriage, and he was delivering findings like a case summary.

But she didn’t laugh. Because he was right. And because the next thought was already there, had been there all week, pressing against the inside of her teeth.

She lay there, feeling the weight of it. What she was about to say. What it would mean once it was said.

“I wonder,” Kate said. Her voice sounded strange in the quiet room. “If there are … websites. For people who want …”

She didn’t finish. Couldn’t quite. The sentence hung in the air between them.

Daniel’s hand went still in hers.

The silence stretched. Kate could hear her own heartbeat. She didn’t look at him. Couldn’t.

“For people who want what?” Daniel asked. But his voice was careful. He knew. He was making her say it.

“I don’t know exactly. People who … do this sort of thing. Who know how to …” She swallowed. “Who don’t have to think about it.”

The radiator ticked. A car passed outside. Kate counted her breaths.

“We could look,” Daniel said.

Three words. Neither of them moved.

CHAPTER FOUR

The M4 was quiet for a Wednesday. Kate watched the headlights stream past in the opposite direction, the wipers beating a slow rhythm against the drizzle.

She’d found it within an hour. One evening on the laptop, Daniel reading beside her, and there it was: a monthly social at a pub in Clifton. A calendar on some website she’d never heard of, a Bristol group with over two thousand members. “Newcomers welcome. Casual dress. No play on site.”

A munch, they called it. Kate had looked up the word. Apparently, it meant exactly what it sounded like. People meeting to eat, drink, talk. The kink community’s version of a coffee morning.

“Junction coming up,” Daniel said.

Kate glanced at the satnav. Fifteen minutes.

Her stomach tightened. She’d spent the past week imagining the people they’d meet. Leather. Tattoos. Women in corsets, men with that particular confidence she’d heard through the toilet partition. People who knew what they wanted and how to ask for it. People nothing like her.

“You’re quiet,” Daniel said.

“Thinking.”

“Productive thinking or spiral thinking?”

Kate almost smiled. “Bit of both.”

The drizzle thickened. Daniel turned the wipers up a notch. They passed a lorry, spray fanning across the windscreen.

“What if someone recognizes us?” Kate said.

“Then they’ll be there for the same reason we are.”

“What if it’s a colleague? A student?”

Daniel glanced at her. “Then you’ll have a very awkward tutorial and a mutual agreement never to mention it.”

Kate watched the road. The orange glow of streetlights as they approached the city. This was the car they took to Sainsbury’s. The car they’d driven Sophie to her first day of sixth form. And now they were taking it to a pub to meet people who tied each other up.

“We don’t have to go in,” Daniel said. “We can sit in the car park and drive home if you want.”

“I know.”

“Just saying.”

Kate reached across and put her hand on his thigh. Solid. Warm. Still Daniel.

The satnav directed them off the motorway, through streets she didn’t recognize. Victorian terraces, a parade of shops, a church. Then a pub on a corner, lights glowing through frosted windows. The sign read The Merchants Arms.

Daniel pulled into a space across the street. Turned off the engine.

They sat there. The wipers stopped. Rain beaded on the windscreen, blurring the pub into something impressionistic.

“Ready?” Daniel asked.

Kate looked at the door. Ordinary. A pub door, like a thousand others.

“No,” she said. “But let’s go.”

The back room was smaller than Kate had expected. A dozen people, maybe fifteen, clustered around pushed-together tables. Pint glasses, packets of crisps, a woman’s handbag hanging off a chair. It could have been a book club.

A man near the door spotted them hovering. Mid-fifties, beard going grey, wearing a cardigan that had seen better days.

“New faces! Wonderful.” He stood, extended a hand. “I’m Graham. I organize these. Welcome, welcome. Grab a drink, find a seat. We don’t bite.” He paused. “Well. Some of us do. But not on Wednesdays.”

He laughed at his own joke. Kate smiled politely. Daniel shook his hand.

They got drinks at the bar. Kate ordered a white wine she didn’t want, just to have something to hold. When they returned, Graham had found them seats at the end of the table, next to a woman with a pixie cut and a man in a checked shirt who was already talking.

“—the thing about shibari is it’s really about connection, you know? The rope is just the medium. It’s the energy between the rigger and the bunny that matters.”

Kate sat down. The woman with the pixie cut caught her eye and gave a small, sympathetic smile.

“First time?” she asked.

“That obvious?”

“Everyone looks like that at their first munch. I’m Ravyn with a Y.”

Kate nodded, kept her face neutral. “Kate.”

Ravyn gestured around the table. “That’s Stuart doing the rope lecture. He does that. You learn to tune it out.” She took a sip of her cider. “What brings you two along, then?”

Kate glanced at Daniel.

He raised his eyebrows slightly—your call.

“Curious, I suppose,” Kate said. “We’re … exploring.”

“Aren’t we all?” Ravyn smiled. “Well, you’ve picked the right night. It’s pretty low-key. Third Wednesday is usually the quiet one. You should see it after a play party weekend. Everyone comparing bruises.”

Stuart was still talking to the man beside him. “—and the tension has to be distributed evenly; otherwise, you get nerve damage. I’ve seen it happen. People think they can just watch a YouTube video and—”

Someone at the far end made a joke Kate didn’t catch. Laughter rippled down the table.

“I see what you did there,” Graham called out. “Very clever. We’re all a bit tied up in wordplay tonight.” He paused, waiting. “Tied up? Anyone?”

More groans than laughs.

The evening continued. Kate sipped her wine and watched. A woman at the far end of the table was telling anyone who’d listen about her recent divorce, how it had freed her to finally explore this side of herself. A younger couple sat close together, barely speaking, clearly hoping someone would approach them. An older man in a waistcoat held court about the etiquette of negotiating scenes.

These weren’t the people Kate had imagined. No leather. No dangerous confidence. Just ordinary people in ordinary clothes, drinking ordinary drinks, talking about extraordinary things as if they were discussing garden furniture.

The door to the back room opened around nine. Kate glanced up out of habit and watched a man come in.

Late thirties, maybe. Dark hair, neat beard. He wore a jacket over a plain shirt, nothing remarkable. But there was something in the way he moved through the room. No hesitation at the threshold, no scanning for where to sit. He just walked in, nodded to Graham, clapped Stuart on the shoulder in passing.

He knew this place. These people.

“That’s Adrian,” Ravyn said, following Kate’s gaze. “He’s been around for years. Doesn’t come to every munch, but he’s at most of the parties.”

Kate watched him settle into a seat at the far end of the table, next to the older man in the waistcoat. They shook hands, exchanged a few words. Adrian laughed at something, easy and genuine.

He wasn’t working the room. Wasn’t making sure everyone noticed him. He was just there, talking to someone he knew, entirely comfortable in his own skin.

Daniel nudged her elbow. “You’re staring.”

“I’m observing,” Kate said. “There’s a difference.”

The evening wound on. Kate talked to Ravyn about nothing in particular. Daniel got drawn into a conversation about building a spanking bench from IKEA furniture with the man in the waistcoat. Graham made another terrible joke. Stuart had finally stopped talking about rope and was now talking about suspension frames.

At some point, Adrian moved. Kate didn’t track him consciously, but she was aware of him crossing the room, stopping to exchange a few words here and there. Not circulating exactly. Just present.

Then he was beside their end of the table, reaching past Ravyn for the bowl of crisps.

“Sorry. Excuse me.” He glanced at Kate then Daniel. “New faces. Welcome.”

“Thanks,” Kate said. “First time.”

“Thought so. I’d have remembered.” It could have sounded like a line. From him, it just sounded factual. “I’m Adrian.”

“Kate. This is Daniel.”

Daniel reached across to shake his hand. Adrian took it, unhurried.

“Enjoying yourselves?”

“It’s been interesting,” Daniel said. “Not quite what we expected.”

“Never is, the first time.” Adrian smiled. “The parties are different. This is just …” He gestured at the room. “People being awkward at each other. But it’s a good way to get a sense of things.”

Someone called his name from across the room. He raised a hand in acknowledgment.

“Anyway, nice to meet you both.” He took a handful of crisps and moved on.

Kate watched him go. The way the woman who’d called him leaned in when he sat down. The way he listened, head slightly tilted, giving her his full attention.

“He seems normal,” Daniel said quietly.

“Yes,” Kate said. “He does.”

She filed it away. It didn’t mean anything. He was just a man at a munch, comfortable in a world she was only beginning to glimpse. But she noticed that she’d noticed him. And she noticed that Daniel had, too.

The M4 was darker now, emptier. Kate watched the cat’s eyes flicker past, a steady rhythm marking the miles back to Bath.

“So,” Daniel said.

“So …”

“That was …”

“Awkward?”

“I was going to say educational.” He glanced at her. “But yes, awkward.”

Kate laughed. The first real laugh she’d had all evening. “The rope man.”

“Stuart.”

“Stuart. With his nerve damage warnings. And his damp handshake.”

“And Graham with the puns.”

“God, the puns.” Kate shook her head. “One after another.”

Daniel indicated, changed lanes. A lorry rumbled past in the slow lane. “The woman with the divorce, though. That was something.”

“I think she showed me eleven photos of her cat.”

“Her cat?”

“Apparently, she got the cat in the settlement. She was very pleased about the cat.”

They drove in silence for a moment. The wipers were off now, the drizzle stopped. Just the hum of the engine and the dark road ahead.

“It wasn’t what I expected,” Kate said.

“No.”

“I thought they’d be … I don’t know. More intimidating. More together.”

“More sexy?”

“Yes, honestly.” Kate watched the road. “I thought there’d be people who knew exactly what they wanted. Who had it all figured out. Instead, it was just …”

“People.”

“People.” She let the word sit. “Nervous, awkward people hoping to find something.”

Daniel nodded. The sign for the junction approached, green and glowing in the headlights.

“What are we hoping to find?” he asked. “I realise we haven’t actually said.”

Kate had been avoiding the question. Even in her own head, she’d kept it vague. Exploring. Trying things.

“I don’t know exactly,” she said. “Someone to learn from, maybe? Someone who could show us how it’s supposed to work.”

“A teacher.”

“Something like that.”

“Lord.” Daniel changed lanes. “Are there tutors for this sort of thing?”

“Probably classes. Though I’d wonder about the lecturer’s accreditation.”

“Would we pay someone?”

Kate considered. “I don’t know. Do people do this out of the goodness of their hearts?”

“And if not money, what would they want?”

The question landed differently than Daniel had probably intended. Kate felt it settle in her stomach.

“Wait,” she said. “Back up a bit.”

“Yes?”

“Are we looking for someone to tutor you? Or me?” She paused. “Or are we looking for someone to …”

Daniel was quiet for a moment. “Ah. Yes to …”

“Join?” Kate said. “Is that the right word?”

“It might be.”

The motorway stretched ahead of them, empty and dark. Neither of them spoke.

“I haven’t thought that far ahead,” Kate said.

It was almost true.

“What about the one who came in late?” Daniel said. “Adrian.”

“Ah yes. Him.” Kate watched the rain start again, a fine mist on the windscreen. “He seemed …”

“Normal.”

“Is that an impolite word in these contexts?”

“We’d have to ask our tutor.”

Kate laughed. Daniel’s mouth twitched as he reached for the wiper stalk.

The blades swept once, twice. Another lorry passed them, spray fanning up from its wheels.

“He wasn’t trying to prove anything,” Kate said. “Did you notice? Everyone else was either nervous or showing off. He just … was.”

“I noticed.”

“So did Ravyn-with-a-Y. And the divorce woman. And basically every woman in the room.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow but kept his eyes on the road. Kate shifted in her seat, tucking one leg beneath her.

“I was observing,” she said.

“You keep saying that.”

The junction for Bath approached, green and glowing in the headlights. Daniel indicated, moved into the left lane.

“I might look him up,” Kate said. “Online. See if he’s got a profile.”

“To tutor us?”

“To … something.” She pulled her coat tighter. “I don’t know yet. But he seemed like someone worth knowing more about.”

Daniel nodded. Took the exit. The slip road curved and Bath opened up ahead of them, streetlights scattered across the dark valley.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay?”

“We said we’d explore. This is exploring.”

Kate reached across and put her hand on his thigh. The familiar shape of him. The man she’d married. Still here. Still with her.

Adrian.

The name sat in her mind as they drove the last miles home.

CHAPTER FIVE

Kate’s hands were steady on the wheel. She noticed this with something like surprise. The rest of her didn’t feel steady at all.

The drizzle had started somewhere around Junction 18. She turned the wipers to intermittent, watched them sweep once, twice, then pause. The grey stretched ahead, the same grey she’d driven through a fortnight ago with Daniel beside her.

Finding Adrian’s profile had been easy. The photo matched: dark hair, neat beard, that same settled quality she’d noticed at the munch. His description was brief. “Experienced. Patient. Not interested in collecting notches.” She’d read it three times before messaging him.

A van cut in front of her. Kate braked, checked her mirrors, breathed.

The message she’d sent had been simple:

We met briefly at the Bristol munch. I’m exploring some things. Would you be open to a conversation?

She’d deleted and rewritten it four times before hitting send.

His response had come the next morning:

I remember you. A drink sometime?

The satnav told her to stay in lane. Eight miles to Bristol.

Daniel had suggested she go alone. They’d been loading the dishwasher, Sunday evening, the ordinary clatter of plates and cutlery. “You’ll speak more freely,” he’d said. “Without me sitting there. And he might, too.”

She’d waited for something else. A flicker of doubt. A request to be kept informed, to approve, to control.

“Text me when you’re on your way home,” he’d said. That was all.

The junction for Clifton approached. Kate indicated, moved into the left lane. The wipers swept again.

She’d told Sophie she was meeting a friend from a conference. Oliver hadn’t asked. Daniel had kissed her at the door, ordinary and unhurried, and she’d driven away from her house to meet a man who tied women up.

The satnav guided her off the motorway, through streets that were starting to look familiar. The same Victorian terraces. The same parade of shops. Not the same pub--Adrian had suggested somewhere quieter, away from the munch crowd.

Kate turned into a side street. Parked. Turned off the engine.

The pub was across the road. Stone façade, hanging baskets empty for winter, a chalkboard sign she couldn’t read from here. Ordinary. A place people went for Sunday lunch with their families.

She checked her face in the mirror. Touched up nothing. Her lipstick was fine. Her hair was fine. She looked like a woman meeting someone for a drink on a Saturday afternoon.

Which was exactly what she was. Nothing more. Just a conversation.

Kate picked up her bag. Opened the car door. The drizzle had stopped but the air was damp, cold against her cheeks.

She crossed the road.

The pub was half-empty. A man at the bar nursing a pint, a couple in the corner with a dog at their feet, someone reading the Guardian by the window. Saturday afternoon quiet.

Adrian was at a table near the back. He stood when he saw her, raised a hand. The same unhurried manner she remembered from the munch.

“Kate, glad you found it.”

“The satnav did most of the work.”

He smiled, gestured to the bar. “Can I get you something?”

“I’ll get it. What are you having?”

“Sparkling water. Driving later.”

Kate went to the bar. Ordered a glass of white wine. “The small one,” she added. She wanted her head clear. The barman poured without comment. She carried it back to the table, slid into the seat across from Adrian.

He had his hands wrapped around his glass, relaxed, watching her settle.

“Thank you for meeting me,” Kate said. She set her bag on the seat beside her, adjusted it, gave her hands something to do.

Adrian tilted his head. “I was a bit surprised your husband didn’t come.”

“Daniel thought I’d speak more freely without him.” Kate picked up her glass, set it down again without drinking. “And that you might, too.”

Adrian was quiet for a moment. Something shifted in his expression.

“It’s wonderful how much you trust each other,” he said.

“Twenty years.” Kate shrugged. “You learn to, or you don’t last.”

“You’d be surprised how rare it is. In this world, especially.” He took a sip of his water. “Sometimes the exploration leads to … fissures.”

“What do you mean?”

“People discover their partners aren’t into what they’ve been fantasising about. Or one partner starts to feel like they aren’t enough.” Adrian set his glass down. “Though I think mostly it’s a catalyst for issues that were already there.”

Kate considered this. “Daniel and I … have really no issues.”

It was true, she realised. Of course they had the occasional argument. A sharp word about housework, a disagreement about the children. But rarely in twenty years had either of them carried bruised feelings for more than a few days before working things out.

The dog in the corner yawned, settled its head on its paws. The man at the bar turned a page of his newspaper.

“So”—Adrian leaned back—“what are you looking for, Kate?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” she started. “I know that’s not very helpful.”

Adrian tilted his head. “Did something lead you to seek the community out? Or is this a long-suppressed desire?”

Kate turned her glass on the table. The wine caught the light from the window.

“Something happened,” she said. “A few weeks ago. At work. I’m a lecturer in—” She stopped. At the munch, she’d noticed how some people offered only first names, kept details vague. Ravyn-with-a-Y probably wasn’t on her birth certificate. “I’m a lecturer. At a university.”

Adrian nodded, waiting. If he noticed the pivot, he didn’t press.

“I was in the staff toilet. Two students came in, didn’t know I was there, and …” Kate gave him the short version. The stall. What she heard. What she did while she listened.

Adrian’s expression didn’t change. No judgement. No prurient interest. Just attention.

“It was the way she sounded,” Kate said. “That’s what I can’t stop thinking about. She wasn’t reluctant. She was completely surrendered. Free. Saying things I couldn’t imagine saying.”

“And you want to feel that.”

“I want to feel that.” Kate looked at her wine. “Daniel and I tried. On our own. He was wonderful about it. But we’re both too careful with each other. Too considerate.”

“Hence the munch.”

“Hence the munch.”

Adrian picked up his glass, took a sip. Set it down again. “Your situation isn’t unusual, you know. Plenty of couples find their way here the same way. Something sparks. They start asking questions.”

“That’s … reassuring, I suppose.”

They talked for a while longer. Adrian explained about parties, about protocols, about the difference between public play and private arrangements. Kate listened, asked questions, felt the strangeness of discussing these things in a quiet pub on a Saturday afternoon.

“You’ve answered so many questions,” she said eventually. “But I’m realising I don’t know anything about why you were there.”

“Ah.” Adrian smiled. “Well, I was just saying hello to friends, really. But I’ve been around the community for a while.”

“And …” Kate hesitated. She didn’t quite know how to phrase it. “What are you … interested in?”

Adrian chuckled. “I enjoy all of the things you’ve talked about.”

“All of them?”

“Yes. And more.” He turned his glass slowly on the table. “Restraining. Using. Commanding. All of that. And the community gives me the latitude to find women who enjoy it, as well.”

Kate felt the words land. Using. The word she’d thought in the bedroom with Daniel. The thing she’d wanted and he couldn’t quite give her.

“So, you’re not married,” she said. “Not attached to just … um, restraining your wife or anything.”

Adrian laughed. A real laugh, warm and unhurried. “No. I’m single and free to restrain whomever I please.”

Kate set her glass down. Picked it up again. Her mouth had gone dry.

“I … I don’t know how to ask this,” she said, “or even what precisely I’m asking. But my husband and I would be very interested in … ugh.” She shook her head. “Exploration.”

Adrian regarded her. That same steady attention. No rush.

“To be precise,” he said, “are you asking me to help him do things to you? Or are you asking me to do things to you while he’s watching?”

Kate’s stomach dropped. Heat flooded through her, sudden and unwelcome. She was aware of her pulse in her throat, her hands gripping the stem of her glass. Even the offer. Even the hypothetical. Just hearing it said aloud, in Adrian’s calm voice, in this ordinary pub.

“We’re still navigating our, um, boundaries,” she managed. “But I think we’d be potentially open to … um … each of those things.”

Adrian nodded slowly. He didn’t smile. Didn’t push.

“That’s something you and Daniel should discuss,” he said. “Thoroughly. Before anyone does anything.”

“Yes. Of course.”

“But if it’s something you both wanted”—he paused—“I wouldn’t be opposed.”

Kate looked at him. The steadiness of his gaze. The calm.

“I’ll talk to him,” she said.

“Good.” Adrian finished his water. “No rush. These things work best when everyone’s certain.”

The house was quiet when she got home. Oliver at a friend’s. Sophie studying upstairs. Daniel in the kitchen, chopping something, a glass of red on the counter beside him.

He looked up when she came in. Didn’t ask immediately. Just watched her set down her bag, take off her coat, pour herself a glass from the open bottle.

“How was it?” he finally asked.

Kate leaned against the counter. The kitchen smelled of garlic and onions. Ordinary Saturday evening. Dinner being made.

“Good,” she said. “Strange. Good.”

Daniel swept the chopped onions into a pan. They sizzled. He didn’t turn around. “Tell me.”

So she did. The pub. The conversation. Adrian’s manner—calm, unhurried, direct. How he’d listened. What he’d said about couples, about exploration, about fissures.

Daniel stirred the pan. Added garlic. Still not looking at her. “And?”

Kate took a drink of wine. Set the glass down. “He asked me a question,” she said. “A clarifying question. About what we were looking for.”

Daniel turned down the heat. Turned to face her. “What question?”

“He asked whether we wanted him to help you do things to me. Or whether we wanted him to do things to me while you watched.”

The pan sizzled. Somewhere upstairs, Sophie’s music played through the floor.

“What did you say?”

“That we’d be potentially open to either.” Kate took a breath. “He offered … both of those things.”

“Both?”

“Yes. So, I suppose before I contact him again, we should decide if you would want … if you’d like to …”

“Watch.”

“Yes.” Kate swallowed. “Watch him use me.”

Daniel stared at her. “Blimey.”

CHAPTER SIX

The sex was explosive that night.

They barely made it through dinner. Sophie went to her room to study. Oliver disappeared to play something online with his friends. Daniel and Kate loaded the dishwasher in silence, not looking at each other, the air between them thick with everything they hadn’t said.

Then they were upstairs. Door locked. Daniel pressing her against the wall before she’d even turned on the light.

He didn’t try to be commanding. Didn’t call her a good girl or tell her she was naughty. He just fucked her—hard, urgent, his hands gripping her hips, her face pressed into the pillow. And when he came, he said it. The thing neither of them had spoken aloud.

“I want to watch him do this to you.”

Kate came so hard she saw white.

After, in the dark, they talked. Practical things. When. Where. What they’d tell the children. A hotel, they decided. Bristol. Neutral ground. Kate would message Adrian in the morning.

She did. His response came within the hour.

“Good. Let’s meet in the café first. Settle nerves. Then go up together.”

The days between were strange. Normal life continuing—school runs, lectures, marking, dinner. But underneath it, the current running. Kate catching Daniel’s eye across the kitchen. The charge of the secret they were carrying.

Saturday arrived.

The hotel café was busier than Kate expected. A businessman hunched over a laptop, typing furiously. A family with a toddler, the mother wiping something off the table while the father scrolled his phone. Two women in yoga clothes laughing over flat whites.

Kate stirred her tea. The room key sat in her bag like a small bomb.

“You’re not eating your scone,” Daniel said.

“No.”

“You were quite insistent about the scone.”

“I’ve gone off it.” Kate pushed the plate toward him. “You have it.”

Daniel broke off a piece, spread jam on it with the tiny knife. The toddler at the next table threw a spoon. It clattered against the floor and the mother sighed, bending to retrieve it.

Kate watched Daniel eat. The same unhurried way he did everything. She marvelled, not for the first time, at his steadiness.

“We don’t have to do this,” she said.

“I know.” He brushed crumbs from his fingers.

“If you are having second thoughts—”

“I’m not having second thoughts.”

“Right.” Kate picked up her tea. Put it down again. The cup rattled slightly against the saucer. “Only, I wouldn’t want you to feel—”

“Kate.” He looked at her. “I’m not having second thoughts.”

“Right. Good. Nor am I.”

“Good.”

“Good.”

Daniel ate another piece of scone. The businessman’s phone rang, and he answered it in a low, irritated murmur. The yoga women were leaving, gathering bags and jackets.

Kate checked her watch. Fifteen minutes.

“What did you tell Sophie?” Daniel asked.

“Conference. Overnight thing.” Kate turned her cup in its saucer. “She didn’t ask questions.”

“Oliver?”

“Didn’t even look up from his phone.”

Daniel nodded. The advantages of teenagers. Self-absorbed enough not to notice their parents disappearing for a night.

Kate’s bag sat on the chair beside her. Inside: the room key, her phone, a change of clothes for tomorrow. Lipstick she’d debated bringing. Underwear she’d bought specifically for today—black, lace, nothing she’d normally wear. She’d stood in the shop feeling ridiculous. A forty-two-year-old woman buying lingerie for a man who wasn’t her husband, while her husband waited outside pretending to look at his phone.

The café door opened. Kate’s head turned before she could stop it.

Not him. A woman with shopping bags, heading for the lift.

She checked her watch. Ten minutes.

“You keep looking at the door,” Daniel said.

“Do I?”

“You do.”

Kate made herself look at her tea instead. The surface had gone cold, a faint skin forming.

The café door opened again.

This time, it was him.

Adrian crossed the café with the same unhurried stride she remembered from the munch. No scanning the room, no hesitation. He spotted them, nodded, made his way over.

“Kate. Daniel.” He shook Daniel’s hand first, then Kate’s. His grip was warm, dry, brief. “How are we feeling?”

“Nervous,” Kate said.

“Good nervous, I should think. Mostly.” Daniel added

Adrian smiled. “That’s about right.” He glanced at the café. The businessman still typing. The toddler now wailing about something. A waiter clearing the yoga women’s table. “Anything you want to discuss before we go up? Or would you rather talk upstairs, where it’s more …?”

“Private,” Kate said. “Yes. Upstairs.”

Daniel nodded. Pushed back his chair.

The three of them crossed the lobby. Kate was aware of the receptionist not looking at them, the careful non-attention of hotel staff. The lift doors opened immediately. They stepped in.

Adrian pressed the button. Fourth floor. The doors closed.

Kate stood between them. Her husband on her left. Adrian on her right. The floors ticking past. No one spoke.

The lift slowed. Stopped. The doors opened onto a quiet corridor.

“This way,” Kate said. The room key was already in her hand.

The room was exactly what Kate had expected. Beige walls, white duvet, a painting of somewhere coastal above the headboard. Anonymous. Clean. A chair by the window, angled toward the bed.

Adrian closed the door. The click of the latch was loud.

Kate stood in the middle of the room, her bag still on her shoulder. She didn’t know where to put herself. The bed felt presumptuous. The chair was Daniel’s territory.

“So,” she said, “here we are.”

“Here we are.” Adrian smiled. Not unkindly. “How are you feeling?”

“Rather Terrified. Excited.” Kate let out a small laugh. “A bit absurd, honestly. Standing in a hotel room about to …”

“It does take a moment,” Adrian said. “The transition from ordinary life to this. There’s no graceful way to do it.”

He turned to Daniel, who had found the chair by the window.

“And you? How are you feeling about all this?”

Daniel uncrossed his legs. Crossed them again. “Nervous, but … yes, I want to be here.”

“Has this been on your mind? Before Kate brought it up?”

Daniel was quiet for a moment. Kate watched him consider the question properly, the way he always did.

“Not explicitly,” he said. “But when Kate told me what she wanted, I wasn’t … it wasn’t a shock. To myself, I mean.” He shifted in the chair. “I suppose I’d wondered. Occasionally. What it might be like. Not something I’d ever have raised. But when she did, I realised the thought had been there rather longer than I’d admitted.”

Adrian regarded him for a moment. “That takes a certain honesty. With yourself, I mean. A lot of men in your position would be fighting it. Telling themselves they should be jealous, or protective, or whatever they think a husband ought to feel.”

“I considered that,” Daniel said. “Whether I was supposed to feel differently.”

“And?”

“I decided I’d rather feel what I actually feel than perform what I’m supposed to.”

Adrian nodded. Glanced at Kate. “Right then. Shall we?”

Kate set her bag on the floor by the wardrobe. Her hands weren’t quite steady.

“We covered most of the ground by text,” Adrian said. “But now we’re here—anything else? Anything off-limits we didn’t discuss?”

Kate shook her head. Her mouth had gone dry.

Daniel cleared his throat. “Are safe words … necessary? Is that a real feature of these arrangements?”

Adrian’s mouth twitched. A small chuckle. “‘No’ and ‘stop’ work perfectly well for me.”

“Right.” Daniel nodded. “Good. Sensible.”

Daniel scanned the room, found the chair. Crossed to it. Sat. His role was clear enough without discussion—he was here to watch. Just watch. Unless something went wrong.

Adrian crossed to Kate. Stopped an arm’s length away. Close enough that she could smell him—something clean, no cologne. He didn’t touch her yet.

“Look at me,” he said.

Kate looked. His eyes were dark, steady. The same unhurried quality she’d noticed at the munch, at the pub. No rush.

“We’re going to take this slowly,” he said. “You tell me if anything doesn’t feel right.”

Kate nodded.

“Words, please.”

“Yes,” she said. Her voice came out smaller than she intended. “I understand.”

Adrian reached out. Touched her face. His thumb traced along her cheekbone, tilted her chin up. Kate’s breath caught.

“Good,” he said. “Now take off your jacket.”

Kate shrugged off her jacket. Let it fall to the floor. She was wearing a silk blouse underneath, the black lace of her new bra just visible at the neckline.

Adrian’s eyes moved over her. Assessing. Not leering—just looking, the way someone might look at something they were about to work with.

“The blouse,” he said.

Kate’s fingers found the buttons. She was aware of Daniel in the chair, watching. Aware of the silence in the room, the faint hum of the heating. She undid the buttons one by one, pulled the blouse free from her skirt, let it join the jacket on the floor.

This was really happening. She was undressing for a man who wasn’t her husband, while her husband sat three metres away. The thought should have felt strange. It didn’t.

Adrian stepped closer. Ran his hands down her sides. Then he turned her, pressed her toward the bed.

“The skirt.”

Kate reached behind herself. Found the zip. The skirt pooled at her feet.

She stood in front of him in her underwear. The black lace she’d bought. The ridiculous errand with Daniel waiting outside. It didn’t feel ridiculous now. She felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with the amount of clothing she was wearing.

Adrian stepped closer. His hand found her shoulder. His fingers traced along her collarbone, down toward the edge of her bra.

No one who wasn’t Daniel had touched her like this in over twenty years. The thought arrived and sat there, simple and enormous.

Adrian’s hand moved lower. Over the lace of her bra, the curve of her breast beneath it. Kate’s breath caught. Goosebumps rose along her arms. He wasn’t rushing. Wasn’t grabbing. Just … exploring. Learning the shape of her.

His other hand found her waist. Slid around to the small of her back, then lower. Over the curve of her arse. Down to her thigh. Kate stood still, letting him touch her. Her skin tingled in the wake of his fingers, nerve endings she’d forgotten she had waking up one by one.

She was aware of Daniel in the chair. Could feel him watching without looking. She wondered what his face looked like right now. Whether he was aroused. Whether he was afraid. Whether he was already regretting this.

She didn’t turn to check.

Adrian’s fingers traced back up her side. Hooked under the strap of her bra, slid it off her shoulder. His mouth found the curve of her neck. Kate shivered. Heat pooled low in her stomach.

“You’re trembling,” he said against her skin.

“Yes,” Kate said. It was all she could manage.

His hand moved to the back of her neck. Fingers curling into her hair. The grip firmed—not painful, but present. Unmistakable. He pulled gently, tilting her head back, her throat exposed.

Kate’s breath stuttered. Something in her chest loosened.

From behind her, his other hand slid up her waist. Under the band of her bra, from the top. His fingers found her nipple, circled it, squeezed.

Kate moaned. The sound surprised her—low, involuntary, coming from somewhere she didn’t control.

Adrian’s fingers tugged at the lace, pulling her breast partway free of the cup. Her nipple spilled over the edge, exposed. The air was cool against it.

He released her hair. Walked around to face her. His eyes dropped to her chest—one breast half-out of her bra, the nipple hard and visible. He reached for the other side. Did the same thing. Tugged the lace down until both breasts were exposed, still cupped by the underwire but spilling over, presented.

Adrian smiled.

Kate watched him smile. Her body was making him smile. She was making another man happy by letting him play with her body. By standing here, half-undressed, letting him arrange her however he wanted.

Adrian’s eyes found hers. Held them. Without looking away, his hand came up to her breast. His fingers closed around her nipple. Pinched.

Kate gasped.

He didn’t release. Instead, he pulled—gently at first, then steadily upward. Kate rose onto her tiptoes, following the pressure, her eyes going wide. Adrian watched her face the whole time. Watched her respond to him.

The monitoring part of her brain—the part that was always watching, always assessing—went quiet. Not gone. But farther away. Like a voice in another room.

“On your knees,” Adrian said.

Kate began to lower herself. Her eyes dropped toward the floor.

“Look at me.”

She caught herself. Adjusted. Raised her eyes to his and held them as she sank down, her knees finding the rough carpet, her gaze never leaving his face.

Her breathing had quickened. She could hear it in the quiet room—shallow, fast. Her chest rising and falling, her exposed breasts moving with each breath.

Adrian looked down at her. Said nothing. Let the moment stretch.

In the chair by the window, Daniel shifted. Kate heard the creak of the cushion, the small intake of breath. She didn’t turn to look. But she knew. She could feel his attention on her like heat.

Her husband was watching her kneel for another man. And he was hard. She was certain of it.

“You look so beautiful like that,” Adrian said. “On your knees, tits out, knowing you’re about to get fucked by another man while your husband watches.”

Kate moaned.

The words. All of it. Having it described so plainly. Daniel had never called them tits—not once in twenty years. And the rest of it, laid out like that. What she was. What was about to happen. What she’d agreed to.

She had no decisions left to make. That was the thing. The thing she’d been chasing. She’d already said yes. Already knelt. Already let him arrange her body however he wanted. All that remained was to let him use her.

The monitoring voice in her head—the one that was always watching, always assessing—went silent.

Kate looked up at Adrian and waited.

Her eyes were locked on his. She watched him open his belt. Unbutton his trousers. She stared up at him, waiting to do whatever he wanted.

His erection appeared. He was big—bigger than Daniel, though not absurdly so. It stood in front of her face, inches away.

Adrian looked down at her. “You’re already salivating for it, aren’t you?”

Kate blinked. Realised her mouth was hanging open. She hadn’t even noticed. Her body had been preparing without her mind’s permission.

Adrian touched her head. Gently. His fingers cradled the back of her skull as he guided himself forward, into her waiting mouth.

Kate closed her lips around him. Tasted him. Salt and skin and something else. Someone else. Not Daniel. Not her husband.

Another man’s cock in her mouth. Her husband watching from three metres away.

She took him deeper.

Adrian started to move. Slow, shallow strokes. In and out. Kate kept her mouth slack, her jaw loose. Let him set the rhythm.

Her eyes stayed on his. She didn’t look away. Didn’t think about how she must look—a middle-aged woman on her knees in a hotel room, mouth open, letting a stranger fuck her face while her husband watched.

She didn’t think about anything at all.

Adrian pushed deeper. Kate felt him at the back of her throat. Her eyes watered. She didn’t pull away. Just accepted. Let him in.

He smiled down at her.

“It’s like you’re all vacant up there,” he said. “As soon as there’s a dick in your mouth.”

Kate heard the words from somewhere far away. Vacant. Yes. That was exactly it. The endless commentary, the monitoring, the voice that never stopped assessing—all of it had gone quiet. There was nothing left but this. His cock in her mouth. His hand on her head. Her knees on the rough carpet.

She was finally, finally empty.

Adrian pushed deeper. All the way to the back of her throat.

Kate noticed. Distantly. Like noticing the weather. It should have been a struggle—the gag reflex, the need to pull back, the instinct to resist. But the struggle didn’t come. She just … took it. Let him fill her throat. Let her eyes water without closing them.

Adrian started to move in a steady rhythm. Deep, then back. Deep again.

“Give a bit back,” he said.

Kate knew immediately what he meant. Her tongue pressed against the underside of him. She added suction, hollowing her cheeks. Working him as he moved.

Adrian moaned. A low, genuine sound.

Kate felt it in her chest. She’d made him do that. Her mouth. Her obedience.

“Even more beautiful with a cock in your mouth,” Adrian said. He was looking down at her, his hand still cradling the back of her head. “You were made for this.”

Kate’s eyes stayed locked on his. Tears running down her cheeks from the depth of him. Saliva on her chin. And somewhere, in the quiet distance where her thinking mind had retreated, she knew he was right.

Kate settled in. Her neck started working, finding the rhythm, meeting his thrusts. The cock was all that mattered. The weight of it on her tongue. The stretch of it in her throat. The taste, and the heat, and the steady, relentless pressure.

Adrian’s hand tightened in her hair. His grip shifted from cradling to controlling.

He started to fuck her face. Not gentle now. Not exploratory. Real thrusts, his hips snapping forward, using her mouth the way she’d wanted Daniel to use it. The way Daniel couldn’t.

Kate’s hands hung at her sides. She didn’t reach up to steady herself. Didn’t try to control the pace. Just knelt there, mouth open, and let him take what he wanted.

Wet sounds filled the room. Saliva dripping down her chin, onto her exposed breasts. Her breath coming in short gasps through her nose between thrusts.

From the chair, she heard Daniel shift again. A low sound—not quite a moan, but close.

He kept fucking her face. Kate lost track of time. There was only the rhythm, the fullness, the wet sounds, the ache in her jaw that she barely noticed. She didn’t know how long it had been—minutes, maybe longer—before he pulled out.

His cock glistened with her spit. Strings of it connecting her lips to him before breaking.

Adrian reached down. Gripped her chin. Wiped her own saliva across her cheek, her nose, her forehead. Smearing it deliberately.

“You’re a disgusting, slutty mess,” he said.

Kate looked over at Daniel.

She could only imagine what she looked like. Mascara running. Spit everywhere. Breasts spilling out of her bra. Kneeling on the floor like something used.

Daniel’s mouth was open. He was leaning forward in the chair, hands gripping the armrests. She knew without seeing that he was as hard as he’d ever been in his life.

“Get on the bed, slut,” Adrian said. “On your back. Pussy towards your husband.”

Kate rose. Her legs were unsteady. She climbed onto the bed, lay back, positioned herself the way he’d said. Her head near the edge closest to Adrian. Her spread legs facing Daniel.

Adrian reached down and pulled her knickers off. Tossed them aside.

“Play with yourself,” he said. “Let your husband see how wet you are from sucking cock.”

Kate’s hand moved between her legs. She was soaked. Her fingers slid through the wetness easily, and she heard herself make a sound—a whimper, small and desperate.

Daniel was staring. Right at her. Right at her fingers moving over herself.

Adrian walked around to where her head hung over the edge of the bed. He tilted her chin back. Guided himself into her mouth again.

From this angle, he slid deeper. Kate’s throat opened for him. Her hand kept moving between her legs. Her husband kept watching.

Kate kept playing with herself. She couldn’t stop. Her fingers moved through the slick wetness, circling, pressing, chasing something that was building fast.

Adrian’s hands found her breasts. Squeezed. He watched her hand move—watched it speed up, grow more desperate.

He pulled out of her mouth. Looked down at her, his hand gripping her face.

“You don’t come without permission anymore,” he said. “Your pussy belongs to whomever is fucking you. Do you understand?”

Kate nodded. Her fingers still moving. Her eyes wide, desperate.

“What do you understand, slut?”

She tried to swallow. Tried to clear her throat so she could speak. Just as she opened her mouth to answer, he pushed his cock back in.

Kate gagged. The surprise, the pressure—she almost coughed around him. She needed to breathe, but he kept pressing. Her hand never stopped moving between her legs.

Finally, he pulled out.

“What do you understand, slut?”

She tried to swallow again. Tried to form words. His cock filled her mouth before she could get them out.

Her fingers worked frantically. Her chest heaved. Spit was streaming down her face—or up her face, depending on how you looked at it. Pooling in her eye sockets. Running into her hair.

A third time, he pulled out.

“What do you understand, slut?”

Kate spat. Gasped. Found the words.

“That my body belongs to whomever is fucking me. And I need permission to come.”

Adrian smiled. Pushed back into her throat.

“Good,” he said, his voice low and satisfied. “That’s all a slut really needs to know.”

Kate kept going. Her fingers. Her mouth. The rhythm of both.

Adrian watched her hand as he moved in and out of her throat. He left gaps now—small ones, enough for her to gasp a breath before he filled her again.

She started to moan around him. The sound vibrating through her chest, muffled by his cock.

The orgasm was building. She could feel it—different from any she’d had with Daniel. With Daniel, his patience mattered. His consistency. The way he checked in, adjusted, made sure she was getting what she needed. It was considerate. It was kind.

This was nothing like that.

Her mind was lost. Fractured between not getting enough air, her mouth stretched around him, and the pressure coiling tighter and tighter between her legs. There was no room for thinking. No room for monitoring. Just sensation and need and the desperate, animal drive toward release.

She was close. So close. Her hips lifted off the bed, pressing into her own hand.

Kate moaned around him. The sound desperate, pleading. Her hips bucking against her hand.

Adrian kept moving. Watching her. Her moans grew louder, more urgent—muffled, incomprehensible sounds vibrating through her chest.

He paused. Looked down at her.

Then he laughed. A low, genuine sound.

“Right,” he said. He pulled out. “Speak.”

Kate gasped. Coughed. Spit running everywhere. Her hand still moving frantically between her legs.

“Please,” she managed. Her voice was wrecked, barely recognizable. “Please can I—”

Adrian pushed his cock back into her mouth.

Kate whimpered around him. Her hips jerked. She was right there, right at the edge, her whole body trembling with the effort of holding back.

He fucked her throat for a few more strokes. Slow. Deliberate. Watching her squirm.

Then he pulled out again.

“What was that?”

“Please.” Kate was shaking now. “Please can I come. Please. I need—”

“Yes,” Adrian said. “Come.”

He pushed his cock back into her mouth.

Kate’s body seized. Her back arched off the bed. Her legs twitched, convulsed, fell open. The orgasm tore through her—not a wave but an earthquake, her whole body shaking around it.

She screamed around his cock. The sound muffled, animal, nothing like any noise she’d ever made with Daniel. Her hand kept moving, riding it out, her hips bucking against her own fingers.

Adrian held himself in her throat. Didn’t move. Just let her shake, and twitch, and moan around him while her body came apart.

It went on longer than she thought possible. Aftershocks rolling through her, her legs still trembling, her chest heaving for air she couldn’t quite get.

Finally, Adrian pulled out.

Kate lay there. Gasping. Spit and tears covering her face. Her hand still between her legs, cupping herself, feeling the pulse of it.

She turned her head. Looked at Daniel.

He was gripping the armrests so hard his knuckles were white. His face was flushed. His trousers were visibly tented.

He looked like a man watching something he’d never be able to unsee.

“On all fours,” Adrian said. “Facing your husband. Let him see what you are.”

Kate rolled over. Her limbs felt loose, disconnected. She positioned herself on hands and knees, facing the chair where Daniel sat.

She looked at him. Her face a mess—spit, tears, smeared mascara. Her breasts still spilling out of her ruined bra. Her hair tangled and damp.

Daniel stared back at her. His mouth slightly open. His eyes dark with something she’d never seen before.

Adrian didn’t waste time. She felt him behind her—felt his hands grip her hips, felt the head of his cock press against her.

Then he was inside her.

Kate gasped. Her eyes went wide. He was bigger than Daniel, and she felt every inch of it—the stretch, the fullness, the pressure deep inside.

Adrian started to move. Not gentle. Not slow. Just taking what he wanted.

Kate’s arms trembled. She kept her eyes on Daniel. Let him watch her face as another man fucked her. Let him see what she looked like—mouth open, breasts swaying with each thrust, sounds escaping her that she couldn’t control.

“This is what you wanted,” Adrian said from behind her. “Both of you. This is what you came here for.”

Kate couldn’t speak. Could only moan. Could only take it.

Daniel’s hand moved to his lap. Pressed down.

Adrian’s hands sank into the flesh of her arse. His fingers digging in, spreading her, holding her in place as he fucked her.

It was rough. Rougher than Daniel had ever been. Each thrust jolted through her body, pushing her forward on the bed. The headboard wasn’t hitting the wall—there was nothing to hit—but the bed frame creaked with every stroke.

Adrian leaned forward. His hands found her breasts, still half-contained in the ruined bra. He squeezed them, pulled at them, used them as handles while he drove into her from behind.

Kate’s face felt like it was bouncing around. She couldn’t hold her head steady. Couldn’t control any of it. She dropped to her elbows, her cheek against the duvet, but kept her eyes turned toward Daniel.

He was watching. His hand was on his lap now, pressing down, rubbing himself through his trousers. His face was flushed. His breath coming fast.

Kate moaned. Watching her husband touch himself while another man fucked her. This was what they’d wanted. What they’d driven to Bristol for. What they’d talked about in the dark, in their bed, in their ordinary life.

And now it was happening.

Adrian’s hand moved to the back of her neck. Pressed her face into the mattress. Kate turned her head just enough to keep Daniel in view.

She wanted him to see. Wanted him to watch her get used. Wanted him to know that this—this—was what she’d needed all along.

“This feels right, doesn’t it?” Adrian said.

Kate didn’t answer. Couldn’t. She was too far gone—lost in the fullness of him, the rhythm, the sounds her body was making without her permission.

A sharp crack. His palm against her arse. The sting bloomed across her skin.

“Answer me,” Adrian said. “This feels right, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.” Kate’s voice was breathless, wrecked. “This is right. This is what I want.”

Adrian’s hand smoothed over where he’d slapped her. Then gripped again, pulling her back onto him.

“You’re so much better this way,” he said.

Kate felt herself smile.

The expression surprised her. Here she was, facedown on a hotel bed, another man’s cock inside her, her husband watching from a chair, her body covered in spit and sweat and the remnants of her own orgasm, and she was smiling.

Because he was right. She was better this way. All the thinking, the monitoring, the endless internal commentary—gone. There was nothing left but this. Being fucked. Being used. Being exactly what she was supposed to be.

She pushed back against him. Met his thrusts. Wanted more.

Adrian could feel her responding. Her body pushing back. Her cunt gripping him.

“You’ve always wanted to be treated this way,” he said. “Like a fucking slut who just needs dick.”

Kate sucked in air. But the words spilled out before she could stop them.

“Yes.” Her voice was ragged, desperate. “I am a fucking slut. I’m a fucked-up slag who needs cock. I want to be used. I want my pussy filled with strange dick. I want to lose count of how many men fuck me at a time.”

Adrian’s rhythm faltered. He glanced over at Daniel.

“I want to be absolutely gagging for it!”

Daniel was staring at Kate, his hand frozen on his lap. The same stunned expression on his face.

But Kate kept going. She couldn’t stop. The words pouring out of some place she hadn’t known existed.

“I want to give my cunt away to every man who asks. Passed around. Used like a proper whore. I want—”

Adrian groaned. His hands clamped down on her hips. His thrusts went ragged, uncontrolled.

He came inside her.

Kate felt it—the pulse of him, the heat, the way his whole body shuddered against her. She’d made him lose control. Her words. Her filthy, desperate words that she hadn’t even known she had in her.

Adrian collapsed forward, his chest against her back, his breath hot against her neck.

“Fucking hell,” he said quietly.

Kate stayed on her elbows. Still smiling. Still trembling.

She looked at Daniel. His mouth was open. His eyes were wet.

She didn’t know what that meant. But she knew something had changed. Something had broken open.

And she didn’t want to put it back together.

Kate rolled onto her back. Adrian’s cum warm inside her. Her body loose, wrecked, satisfied in a way she’d never been before.

She looked at Daniel.

Smiled.

“That’s what I want,” she said.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Adrian excused himself to the bathroom. The door closed behind him.

Daniel opened his mouth to speak.

The bathroom door opened again. Adrian leaned out, a damp towel in his hand. He crossed to the bed, held it out to Kate.

“Bit of a mess there,” he said.

Kate took it. Adrian disappeared back into the bathroom. The door closed.

“Are you all right?” Daniel asked. He was still in the chair, leaning forward, his hands clasped between his knees.

Kate wiped her face. The towel came away streaked with mascara, spit, tears. She wasn’t fully back yet. The room felt distant, the edges soft.

“I think I’m fine,” she said. She looked at Daniel. “Please hold me.”

He was beside her in a second. On the bed, pulling her into him.

Kate curled against his chest, pressed her face into his shirt. He smelled of himself. Familiar. Safe. She breathed him in and let her eyes close.

The bathroom door opened. Adrian emerged, put together. He retrieved his jacket from the chair by the desk and pulled it on as he took in the scene—Kate folded into Daniel, Daniel’s arms tight around her. He walked quietly around to the foot of the bed.

“There’s not really a protocol for what happens next,” he said. “But I feel like I should give you two a bit of space.”

“Yes,” Daniel said. “I … I think that’s best.”

“I’ll ring you tomorrow. Check in.”

Daniel nodded.

Kate lifted her head from Daniel’s chest. Looked at Adrian. His face was kind. Calm. The same settled quality she’d noticed that first night at the munch.

“Thanks,” she said. Barely a whisper.

Adrian nodded once. Let himself out.

The door clicked shut. The room was theirs.

Kate pressed her face into Daniel’s chest and let the world go soft.

She could feel his heartbeat through his shirt, faster than usual but steady, the rhythm of a man processing something enormous without letting it knock him off balance. His arms were around her, one hand cradling the back of her head, the other flat against her lower back. Holding her together, or holding her still, or maybe just holding her because he didn’t know what else to do.

Her breathing slowed. The room settled around them—the hum of the heating, the faint traffic noise from the street below, a door closing somewhere down the corridor. Ordinary sounds filling the space Adrian had left behind.

Kate drifted. Not sleeping. Something else. A place where her body was heavy and warm and her mind had gone quiet in a way it almost never did. She could still taste Adrian in her mouth. Could still feel the rawness in her throat, the tenderness between her legs, the places where his fingers had gripped hard enough to leave marks she’d find tomorrow.

Daniel’s breathing changed. Deepened. Then caught, briefly, as though a thought had passed through him that required adjustment.

She wondered what he was seeing behind his closed eyes. Whether he was replaying it the way she would, later—frame by frame, moment by moment. His wife on her knees. His wife’s mouth open. His wife saying things that neither of them had known she was capable of saying.

His hand moved slowly up her spine and back down again. The gesture was absent, automatic, the way he stroked the cat when he was reading.

The room smelled of sex. Of sweat and skin and the particular sharpness of a man who wasn’t her husband. The duvet was pulled half off the bed. Her skirt was still on the floor by the wardrobe, her blouse crumpled beside it. Her knickers were somewhere—she couldn’t remember where Adrian had thrown them.

Kate shifted closer. Pressed her forehead against Daniel’s collarbone. She could feel him against her thigh—still half-hard, the arousal not fully gone, tangled up with whatever else was moving through him. He hadn’t touched himself. Hadn’t finished. Hadn’t asked to.

She wanted to ask what he was thinking. But the quiet felt necessary, load-bearing, and she didn’t want to break it before it had done its work.

Time passed. How much, she couldn’t say. The light through the curtains shifted from afternoon to something greyer, softer. The heating clicked off, then on again. Daniel’s hand kept moving along her spine, that slow absent rhythm, as though if he stopped she might dissolve.

She was here, in this room, in this body that had done extraordinary things and was now being held by the man she’d married. Both of those facts were true. Both of them fit inside her, somehow, without crowding each other out.

She breathed. Daniel breathed. The room held them both.

Kate surfaced slowly. Like coming up from deep water—the room reassembling itself around her in stages. The ceiling. The curtains. Daniel’s shirt beneath her cheek, damp where she’d pressed her face.

She pulled back. Looked at him.

“Hello,” she said.

“Hello.” Daniel’s voice was careful. “You were gone for a bit.”

“I was.” Kate sat up. The bra was still on, twisted and ridiculous, her breasts half-in and half-out. She reached back, unclasped it, pulled it off, and dropped it over the side of the bed. “That’s been bothering me for the last hour.”

Daniel almost smiled.

Kate pulled the duvet up around her shoulders. The room was cooling, the heating having cycled off again. Daniel was still fully dressed—shirt, trousers, shoes. He’d sat in that chair the entire time without removing a single item of clothing.

“So,” Daniel said.

“So.”

He was quiet for a moment. His hand found hers under the duvet. Held it loosely.

“The things you said,” he started. Then stopped. Tried again. “Toward the end, the things you said to him.”

“Yes.”

“You said you wanted to—” He paused, choosing the words carefully, as though handling something fragile. “Lose count. Be passed around. You said quite a lot, actually.”

“I did.”

“Did you mean it?”

The question sat between them. Kate could have deflected. Could have laughed it off—heat of the moment, got carried away, don’t know what came over me. Daniel would have accepted that. Would have filed it away and never mentioned it again.

She didn’t.

“I think so,” she said. She turned his hand over in hers, traced the lines of his palm. “I think I did.”

Daniel’s thumb moved against her wrist. Small, unconscious circles.

“Right,” he said.

“Does that frighten you?”

He considered this. Genuinely considered it, the way he considered everything—turning it over, examining it from angles before committing to a response.

“No,” he said. “That’s what frightens me—that it doesn’t.”

Kate looked at him. His jaw was tight, but his pupils were wide, dark, and she could feel the change in his breathing where his chest pressed against her arm. The confirmation was doing something to him. Not just the memory of what he’d watched, but hearing her say, here, now, in her own voice, that she wanted more.

She understood exactly what he meant. The frightening thing wasn’t what they’d done. It was how much they’d both wanted it.

Daniel’s arm tightened around her. “So, you meant it,” he said.

Kate looked at him. Something was happening behind his eyes. A door opening that she hadn’t known was there.

“My wife wants …” The words came out slowly, deliberately, as though he were forming them for the first time his mouth had ever made these shapes. “…wants to have her pussy filled with strange cock.”

Kate’s stomach dropped. Daniel didn’t talk like this. Had never talked like this. Not in twenty years. Not even during the explosive night after “Blimey.”

He wasn’t looking at her exactly. More through her. He was somewhere in his own mind, working something out.

“To …” He swallowed. “To give her cunt away to every man who asks.”

There was something in his face she’d never seen before. Not anger. Not disgust. Something harder to name. Something that had been locked away and was now, calmly, letting itself out.

“Daniel—”

“To be used like a proper whore.” He turned to her. Looked at her. Held her gaze. “I have a slut for a wife.”

Kate couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t look away.

“Show me what that means,” he said.

Kate let the duvet fall from her shoulders.

She was naked now. Completely. The bra gone, the knickers somewhere on the floor. Adrian’s cum still inside her. She didn’t hide from any of it.

Daniel stood. Kate watched him from the bed as he undressed. Shirt first, fingers working the buttons with a precision that was entirely him. Belt. Trousers. He kicked off his shoes—they’d been on for hours, through everything he’d watched, everything he’d heard, everything that had happened three metres from where he sat.

He was hard. Harder than she’d seen him in years.

He came to her. Lowered himself onto her, his weight settling over her body, familiar and unfamiliar at once. The same man she’d known for twenty years. But something inside him was different now. Or the same, finally uncovered.

He kissed her. Hard. His mouth tasting of the tea from the café, hours ago. A different lifetime. Kate opened her mouth to him and felt the difference—no hesitation, no checking in, no careful calibration of pressure. Daniel kissed her like he was claiming something.

His hand went between her legs. Found the wetness there—hers, Adrian’s, everything mixed together. His fingers slid through it. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t pull back.

“You’re full of him,” Daniel said. His voice was rough.

“Yes.”

He pushed two fingers inside her. Kate gasped. Not at the sensation—at the look on his face. Fascination. Hunger. Something almost savage that she’d never seen in this careful, steady, considerate man.

Daniel fucked her with his fingers. Slowly at first, then harder. Watching her face the whole time. Watching what his hand was doing to her.

“Tell me,” he said. “Tell me what he did to you.”

Kate’s breath caught. This was Daniel. Her Daniel. Asking her to narrate it.

“He put me on my knees,” she said. “He fucked my throat until I couldn’t think.”

Daniel’s fingers curled inside her. Kate arched.

“He made me beg to come. And when I did—” She broke off, gasping. “Daniel—”

“Keep going.”

“He fucked me from behind. While you watched. And I said—”

“I know what you said.”

Daniel withdrew his fingers. Positioned himself. Pushed inside her in one long, slow stroke.

Kate moaned. He wasn’t bigger than Adrian. Wasn’t rougher. But this was different. This was the man who knew her. Who’d watched her become someone else and was now inside her, feeling the evidence of it, and wanting her more, not less.

He didn’t try to be Adrian. Didn’t pin her wrists or pull her hair or call her a slut. He fucked her like Daniel—steady, deep, relentless. But with something new behind it. An intensity that had nothing to do with force and everything to do with what he now knew about the woman beneath him.

“You’re mine,” he said.

“Yes,” Kate said. “Yours. Always yours.”

Daniel’s rhythm deepened. His breath ragged against her neck.

“A slut like you”—he was panting now, the words coming between thrusts—“needs to be controlled.”

Kate’s fingers dug into his back.

“I’ll decide who gets to use you.”

Kate came. The orgasm hit her without warning, without buildup, just his words, and the weight of him, and the truth of what he was saying tearing through her body.

Daniel didn’t stop. Didn’t slow down.

“Share you out”—his voice cracking—“with whomever I want.”

Kate was riding the wave, her body shaking beneath him, the orgasm not ending but shifting, rolling, finding new ground.

“You know who you belong to.”

“You,” Kate gasped. “You. Always you.”

Daniel’s breath broke. A raw, wrecked sound she’d never heard from him. He buried his face in her neck and came, body shuddering against her, and Kate wrapped her arms around him and held on.

She didn’t disappear this time. Didn’t go vacant. Didn’t float away to that quiet place Adrian had sent her. She was here. Completely present. Feeling Daniel’s heartbeat against her chest, his weight on her, the cooling sweat between their bodies.

With Adrian, she’d surrendered. With Daniel, she was home.

“Well,” Daniel eventually said, his voice muffled against her neck.

“Well,” Kate said.

Neither of them moved.

Kate woke to daylight and the sound of a kettle.

Daniel was at the desk in his boxers, fiddling with the hotel kettle. Two teabags laid out. Two cups. He’d found the little cartons of UHT milk and arranged them neatly beside the sugar.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

Kate sat up. The duvet pooled around her waist. She was naked, and the daylight was unforgiving—the bruises on her hips where Adrian’s fingers had gripped, the rawness at her knees from the carpet, a faint tenderness in her throat. Evidence. Her body a document of what had happened in this room.

She looked at the chair by the window. Just a chair now. Hotel upholstery, morning light falling across the armrest.

Daniel brought her a tea. Sat on the edge of the bed. His hair was sticking up on one side, the way it always did before he showered. He looked tired and calm and entirely himself.

“All right?” he said.

“All right.”

They drank their terrible tea. Then Kate showered while Daniel packed. She stood under the water and watched the steam rise and didn’t think about anything at all, which was its own kind of miracle.

They checked out at half nine. The receptionist smiled blandly. The lobby was full of families heading to breakfast.

In the car park, Daniel unlocked the car. Kate climbed in, put on her seat belt. He started the engine.

“Home?” he said.

Kate looked at him. Her husband. The man who’d watched. The man who’d stayed. The man who’d pinned her to the bed and told her he’d decide who got to use her.

“Home,” she said.

Daniel pulled out of the car park. The road to Bath stretched ahead of them, ordinary and familiar, and neither of them said a word, and neither of them needed to.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The corridor was the same. The scuffed linoleum, the notice board with its layers of outdated flyers, the faint smell of instant coffee drifting from the staff kitchen. Kate walked it with her bag over one shoulder and her notes in her hand and felt, for the first time in weeks, entirely like herself.

The lecture hall filled the way it always did. A slow trickle of students finding seats, rustling bags, checking phones. The radiator in the corner ticking. Someone coughing near the back.

Kate opened her notes. Hardy today. Tess. The tension between what society demanded of a woman and what that woman contained within herself. She’d taught this text a hundred times. Today, the words landed differently.

She was good. She could feel it—the rhythm of the lecture coming easily, the sentences building on each other, the room quieting the way it did when she was at her best. A student in the third row was actually taking notes by hand, which was practically a standing ovation.

Between points, as she paused to let a quotation settle, Kate’s eyes moved across the faces. Rows of them, mostly young, mostly half-awake. She wondered which one it had been. The girl in the stall. Could have been anyone. The quiet one in the second row who never spoke but wrote brilliant essays. The confident one near the window who argued with everything. The one in the oversized jumper who always sat alone.

She’d never know. The thought arrived and passed through her without sticking, like weather.

Kate returned to her notes. Moved on to the next passage. The room listened.

After, a few students lingered with questions. Kate answered them—patiently, precisely, the way she always did. One of them thanked her for the lecture. Said it was the best of the term. Kate smiled, said something modest, gathered her things.

She walked back down the corridor. The same scuffed linoleum. The same notice board. But the woman walking it had a bruise on her hip that her blouse covered, and a tenderness in her throat that her voice concealed, and a knowledge of herself that nothing in this building could touch.

Kate stopped at the door to the staff toilet.

She didn’t need to go. She stood there for a moment, her hand on the handle, then pushed it open and walked in.

The same room. The same row of stalls, the same fluorescent light with its faint buzzing flicker, the same cracked tile by the sink that maintenance had never fixed. The end stall, where she’d sat with her hand between her legs and her world quietly rearranging itself around her.

She walked to it. Pushed the door open. Looked inside. A toilet. A lock. A narrow space where everything had started.

Kate tried to reconstruct it. The girl’s voice, nervous at first, then not. The sounds—wet, urgent, real. “I’m your slut.” Said like a confession. Like a gift. The words that had burrowed into her and refused to leave.

She wondered about the girl. Which face. Which name on which essay. Whether she was in love with that boy or had already moved on. Whether she had any idea that a middle-aged lecturer had been sitting three feet away, frozen, soaked through her tights, listening to her give herself away.

Whether she had any idea what she’d set in motion.

Kate closed the stall door. Crossed to the sink. Turned on the tap, let the water run cold over her hands.

She looked at herself in the mirror. Same face. Same carefully maintained composure. The face her colleagues saw, her students saw, her children saw. Hair pinned neatly. Minimal makeup. Wedding ring. Nothing to suggest what she’d done on a hotel carpet in Bristol two days ago, or what she planned to do again.

But she knew. And Daniel knew. And that was enough.

Kate dried her hands. Straightened her blouse. Left the bathroom and walked back into the corridor, where the ordinary world continued without interruption, as ordinary worlds do.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she walked back toward her office.

Kate pulled it out. Daniel. She swiped the notification open, expecting something domestic—a question about dinner, a reminder about Oliver’s rugby kit, the ordinary currency of a twenty-year marriage.

Six words.

We have plans for Saturday night.

Kate stopped walking. Right there in the corridor, a student brushing past her with a muttered apology, the noise of the building carrying on around her. She read it again. Then a third time.

No details. No explanation. No question mark. He wasn’t asking.

The heat hit her so fast she had to put a hand against the wall. Not a slow build, not a creeping warmth. A full-body flush that started in her chest and went everywhere at once, her pulse suddenly loud in her ears, her skin prickling beneath her blouse. Six words from her husband and her body was on fire.

Before all of this, Daniel could have texted her every word in the English language and not produced this effect.

She put her phone away. Took a breath. Took another.

Then she turned around and walked back to the staff toilet.

The same door. The same fluorescent flicker. She’d been in here five minutes ago.

Kate walked to the end stall. Locked the door. Leaned against it.

She was already wet. She could feel it—had felt it from the moment she’d read the text, her body making decisions her mind hadn’t been consulted on. Saturday. Plans. Daniel deciding. Adrian, probably. Or someone else. She didn’t know and she didn’t need to.

Her hand went under her skirt. Under her tights. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t negotiate with herself, didn’t pretend she was doing anything other than exactly what she was doing.

Kate touched herself and smiled.

The same stall. The same tiles. The same muffled sounds of the building beyond the door. Weeks ago she’d sat here frozen, horrified, her hand between her legs before she’d even realised it was there, listening to a girl give herself away and not understanding why it had undone her.

Now she understood.

Her fingers moved quickly. She didn’t need time. Didn’t need to build to it or coax herself there. She was already there—had been there since six words on a screen. Her free hand braced against the partition wall, her lip caught between her teeth, her breathing fast and shallow in the quiet room.

She came hard. A sharp, bright thing, her body clenching around it, a small sound escaping through her teeth that she didn’t bother to suppress. Her forehead pressed against the cool metal of the stall door. Her legs shaking, just slightly, before they steadied.

Kate stood there for a moment. Breathing. Smiling. Still smiling.

She straightened her tights. Smoothed her skirt. Unlocked the stall and crossed to the sink. Washed her hands. Looked at herself in the mirror—flushed, bright-eyed, a woman who’d just had an orgasm in a toilet at work and felt nothing but anticipation.

The same mirror. The same face. Not the same woman.

Kate dried her hands, straightened her blouse, and went back to her office. She had marking to do. Essays on Hardy. The tension between what society demanded and what a woman contained.

That night, in bed. The lights off, the house quiet. Sophie and Oliver asleep down the hall.

“Tell me about Saturday,” Kate said.

Daniel was on his back, one arm behind his head. She was on her side, facing him. Close enough to feel the heat of his skin but not quite touching.

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything you’re willing to tell me.”

He was quiet for a moment. Choosing where to start. Or choosing how much to reveal. With Daniel, the silence always meant something was being carefully assembled.

“Two men,” he said.

Kate’s breath stopped. Then restarted.

“Not one.”

“No. Two.”

She let that land. Two men. Two strangers. Her body between them. The image arrived fully formed, and she felt it everywhere—her stomach, her chest, the sudden heat between her legs.

“Adrian connected me,” Daniel said. “People he trusts. People he’s vetted.”

“And they know about … the arrangement? About us?”

“They know what they need to know.”

Kate stared at the ceiling. The faint glow of the streetlight through the curtains, the familiar shapes of the bedroom. Their bedroom. Where they’d slept for twelve years. Where they’d conceived Oliver.

“And … they want to do that with me?”

“Very much.” A pause. “I sent them pictures of you.”

Kate’s stomach dropped. “Which pictures?”

Daniel didn’t answer immediately.

“Daniel. Which pictures?”

“The ones you sent me from the conference. In Leicester.”

The private ones. The ones she’d taken in a hotel bathroom six months ago, bored and a bit tipsy after a day of panels on Victorian periodicals. She’d photographed herself in the mirror—her body, the hotel lighting oddly flattering—and sent them to Daniel on a whim. He’d rung her within thirty seconds.

“Those were private,” she said.

“Your face isn’t in them.”

Kate lay there. Two feelings, simultaneous, irreconcilable. The violation of it—her body sent to strangers without her knowing, appraised and approved like something for sale. And the heat. The knowledge that men she’d never met had looked at her body and wanted it. That her husband had shown her off. Had advertised her. Had offered her.

Both feelings were real. Both were true. She didn’t try to choose between them.

“Will you tell me who they are?” she asked.

“No.”

“Will I know them? From the munch?”

“You’ll know when we get into the room where they’ll fuck you. While I watch.”

Kate turned onto her back. Lay beside him, both of them staring at the ceiling now. The house creaked around them. Oliver’s radiator ticking through the wall.

“Two men,” she said, testing the words.

“Two men.”

“And you.”

“And me. Watching.”

Kate closed her eyes. Saturday. A room. Two strangers who’d seen her body in photographs and agreed to come and use it. Her husband in a chair. The shape of it was clear. The details were his to keep.

“All right,” she said.

Daniel’s hand found hers in the dark. Held it.

Saturday was coming.

CHAPTER NINE

Kate wore the black dress. The one she’d bought years ago for a faculty dinner and worn twice since. It fit differently now—or she fit differently inside it. Lower cut than she’d normally choose. Daniel had laid it on the bed without comment.

No tights tonight. She’d stood in front of the bedroom mirror and looked at herself and thought, This is a woman going to a party where she will be fucked by someone she hasn’t met yet. The reflection looked back at her, composed, faintly flushed, and offered no objection.

Daniel drove. The same road to Bristol, becoming familiar now—the junctions, the service stations, the grey ribbon of the M4 unspooling in the headlights. He had one hand on the wheel, the other resting on his thigh. Relaxed. He’d been like this all day. Making lunch for the kids, answering emails, loading the dishwasher. As though tonight were any other Saturday.

“You’re not going to tell me anything, are you?” Kate said.

“No.”

“Not even a hint.”

“No.” Daniel glanced at her. The corner of his mouth twitched. “That’s rather the point.”

Kate looked out the window. Her stomach was tight, but the sensation wasn’t quite nerves. Closer to the feeling before a performance—the knowledge that something was about to begin and all she had to do was show up and let it happen.

The satnav guided them off the motorway, through residential streets she didn’t recognise. Victorian semis giving way to newer builds, a corner shop, a church. Then a street of terraced houses, cars parked bumper to bumper along both kerbs.

Daniel pulled into a space. Cut the engine.

The house looked like every other house on the street. Bay window, wheelie bins, a light on above the front door. Someone had put out a hanging basket, empty for winter. Nothing to suggest what happened inside.

“Ready?” Daniel said.

Kate smoothed the dress over her thighs. “Ready.”

A woman opened the door. Mid-forties, blonde, warm smile, a glass of prosecco in her hand.

“Daniel! Lovely to see you.” She kissed his cheek then turned to Kate. “And you must be Kate. I’m Lisa. Come in, come in. Shoes on or off, I don’t mind, but the floors are cold.”

Kate kept her shoes on.

They stepped into a hallway that smelled of candles and something cooking. Coats on hooks, shoes lined up along the skirting board. A framed print of the Bristol suspension bridge. Someone’s actual home.

The living room held perhaps fifteen people, clustered in the loose, shifting groups of any house party. Low music—something jazzy Kate didn’t recognise. A table against the wall with wine bottles, glasses, a bowl of crisps. A man laughing loudly at something near the bookshelf. Two women on the sofa in deep conversation.

Kate took a glass of white wine from the table. Sipped it. Looked around.

A man with a beard and a cycling jersey was explaining to anyone who’d listen about a sportive he’d done in the Brecon Beacons. Kate nodded politely when he caught her eye. He was stocky, mid-thirties, hands moving constantly as he talked. Was it him? Would Daniel choose someone like this—earnest, a bit intense, probably talked during sex about his heart rate?

She moved on. A younger man stood near the kitchen doorway, quiet, holding a beer he hadn’t drunk. He watched the room the way Kate was watching it—assessing, careful. Handsome in a lean, underfed way. When their eyes met, he looked away quickly. Too nervous, Kate thought. Or too new.

Then the American.

She’d heard him before she saw him. The voice carried—not loud exactly, but distinct. A low, confident register that cut through the murmur of British conversation like a different frequency entirely. Kate turned and found him by the window, talking to Lisa, one hand in his pocket, the other gesturing loosely as he spoke.

Tall. Broad shoulders. Black, close-cropped hair, a smile that came easily. He wore a simple white shirt, untucked, sleeves rolled to the forearms. Something about the way he occupied space—unhurried, comfortable, taking up exactly as much room as he needed.

He caught Kate looking. Held her gaze for a beat. Smiled. Then returned to his conversation.

Kate took a long sip of wine.

Daniel was across the room, talking to a man in a waistcoat Kate vaguely recognised from the munch. He looked entirely at ease—drink in hand, nodding, laughing at something. Kate watched him for tells. A glance in a particular direction. A nod toward someone. Anything that might reveal what he’d arranged.

He gave nothing away.

Kate circled the room. Made conversation. A woman named Jen who worked in NHS administration and talked about her allotment. A couple from Cardiff, both teachers, both slightly drunk already. The bearded cyclist again, who’d moved on from the Brecon Beacons to disc brakes.

Every man she spoke to, the same question flickering beneath the surface. Is it you? Are you one of the two my husband has chosen? And if so, who’s the other?

The American appeared beside her at the drinks table. Close enough that she caught his aftershave—something warm, unfamiliar.

“You look like you’re trying to solve a puzzle,” he said.

Kate almost laughed. “Something like that.”

He picked up a bottle of water, poured it without hurry. “I only say that because you’ve been scanning the room since you walked in. Very methodical. Very British.”

Kate felt herself flush. She hadn’t realised she’d been that transparent.

“Occupational hazard,” she said. “I’m a lecturer. I assess rooms for a living.”

He smiled. Warm, unhurried. “Well, I hope I pass.”

Something tightened in Kate’s stomach. Not unpleasant. The thought arriving unbidden: has he seen the photographs? Does he know what I look like underneath this dress? Has he looked at my body on a screen and decided yes?

He moved on before she could respond. Kate watched him cross the room, stop to shake someone’s hand, lean in to hear something over the music. The same easy confidence. The same unhurried way of moving through space.

She filed him away with the others. The cyclist. The quiet young man. The American. She was pairing them now—the American and the quiet one? The cyclist and someone she hadn’t met yet? Two of these men had seen her body in photographs and agreed to come here tonight. She didn’t know which two.

Kate caught herself doing it again. The quiet young man had moved to the sofa, and she was watching him, cataloguing—his hands, his shoulders, the way he held himself—and she stopped.

Just stopped.

She was standing in the kitchen doorway, half a glass of wine in her hand, and she made a decision. Not a dramatic one. Nothing announced itself. She simply let go of the question.

It didn’t matter who. Daniel had chosen. Daniel knew. And she trusted him—with her body, with her pleasure, with whatever was going to happen in a room she hadn’t seen yet to a woman she was still becoming.

The relief was immediate. Physical. Her shoulders dropped. Her grip on the wine glass loosened.

Jen from the NHS was beside her again, talking about slug pellets and whether they were really as bad for hedgehogs as everyone said. Kate listened. Actually listened—not scanning over Jen’s shoulder, not cataloguing the men in her peripheral vision. Just two women at a party, talking about gardens.

“You should try beer traps,” Kate said. “Saucers of cheap lager. The slugs love it.”

“Do they really?”

“They die happy, apparently.”

Jen laughed. Kate laughed, too. A real laugh, loose and surprised. She was at a sex party in Bristol discussing pest control with a community nurse, and she was enjoying herself.

Daniel was somewhere behind her. She could feel him there without looking—the way she always could, after twenty years. He was watching her. She was certain of it. And she was certain he could see the difference. The moment she’d stopped trying to control what was coming and simply let it come.

A hand on her back.

Kate knew it was Daniel before she turned. The weight of his palm, the exact pressure. Twenty years of that hand.

“It’s time,” he said.

Kate set her glass on the kitchen counter. Jen was mid-sentence about something—netting, maybe, or compost—and Kate said, “Excuse me,” with a smile that gave nothing away.

Daniel took her hand. Led her through the living room, past the bookshelf, past the cyclist who was now demonstrating something with his hands, past Lisa refilling someone’s glass. Nobody watched them go. Or if they did, they knew what it meant and had the grace not to stare.

Down a corridor. Past a bathroom, the door ajar, light spilling onto the carpet. Past a closed door with music behind it. To the end of the hall.

A door. Closed.

Daniel stopped. Turned to her. His face was calm, his eyes steady. The same man who’d loaded the dishwasher this morning. The same man who’d laid out her dress.

He squeezed her hand once.

Then he opened the door.

The room was dim. A bedside lamp, turned low. A double bed with a dark duvet. An armchair in the corner.

Two men stood by the window.

The American turned first. That same easy smile, the same unhurried stance. He raised a hand in greeting, as though they were meeting again at the drinks table.

Then Kate saw the other one.

The quiet young man from the kitchen doorway. The one who’d watched the room with careful eyes and looked away when she’d caught him staring. The one she’d dismissed—too nervous, too new.

He wasn’t looking away now. He was looking at her with an expression she recognised but hadn’t expected to find on his face. Not anxiety. Not inexperience. He was overwhelmed. By her. The woman from the photographs was standing in front of him, real and breathing, and it was more than he’d prepared for.

Daniel’s hand left the small of her back. He crossed the room, found the armchair. Sat. Settled into it the way he settled into everything—calmly, completely, as though he’d been sitting in that chair his whole life.

“Kate,” he said. “This is Jay. And Liam.” He looked at her. “They’ve been looking forward to meeting you for the last few days.”

“That’s very true,” Jay said. The easy smile again.

Liam nodded. Swallowed.

Jay glanced at him. “You seem a little nervous, Liam.”

“A bit.” Liam’s eyes were on Kate. He couldn’t seem to look anywhere else. “I’ve been looking, um, at your photos all week. And here you are.”

Kate blinked. She’d always thought of herself as somewhere on the pretty side of the spectrum—not ugly, certainly, but nothing that stopped traffic. Forty-two. Two children. A body that was fine, maintained, serviceable. To entrance a young man who could have been fifteen years her junior, who could presumably have had women his own age with far less complication? That was unexpected. She didn’t know what to do with it.

“Well,” she said, “here I am.”

Daniel stood from the chair. Crossed to Kate. Stood behind her.

His hands found the straps of her dress. He slid them off her shoulders, slowly, and pulled the fabric down until her breasts were exposed. No bra tonight—he’d laid that out, too, or rather hadn’t.

Daniel cupped her breasts from behind. Squeezed them. Lifted them slightly, presenting them.

“I’ve always been fond of these,” he said.

Liam was staring. Not even pretending not to. His lips were parted, his chest rising and falling visibly. Kate watched him watch her and felt something shift—a warmth that had nothing to do with arousal and everything to do with being wanted. Wanted like that. Openly, helplessly, by a man young enough that the wanting seemed to short-circuit his ability to function.

Jay’s gaze was different. Appreciative, unhurried. He looked at Kate’s body the way he looked at everything—with a calm confidence that suggested he’d already decided what he was going to do with it.

Daniel’s thumbs circled her nipples. They hardened under his touch.

“Go on then,” Daniel said quietly. He stepped back. Returned to the chair.

Jay moved first. Of course he did.

He crossed the space between them in two steps. His hand found her face—his palm against her cheek, tilting her chin up. He was taller than she’d realised. She had to look up at him.

He kissed her. Slow, deliberate. His mouth warm, his lips softer than she expected. Not tentative—just unhurried. A man who kissed like he had all night.

His other hand found her breast. Cupped it, his thumb dragging across the nipple. Kate made a sound into his mouth—a small, involuntary thing.

Jay pulled back. Looked at her. Smiled.

“You’re even better than the pictures,” he said.

His hands moved to her waist. Down over the bunched fabric of her dress, over her hips. He pushed the dress the rest of the way down and it fell to the floor. Kate stepped out of it. She was in nothing but her knickers now.

Jay’s mouth found her neck. Her collarbone. Lower. He took her nipple between his lips and Kate’s head tipped back, her hand going to the back of his head.

Over Jay’s shoulder, she could see Liam. He hadn’t moved. His hands were still at his sides. He was watching them with an expression that was almost pained—wanting, desperate, completely unsure of what to do about it.

Kate reached out a hand toward him. “Just do the first thing that comes to your mind.”

He stepped forward. His mouth found her right breast. Kate smiled—she could have predicted that. His lips were tentative at first, then hungrier, his tongue circling her nipple, his breath hot against her skin. His hand came up to hold her other breast, almost cradling it. Reverent. Like he couldn’t believe he was allowed.

Jay moved behind her. His hands traced down her sides, over her hips. His fingers hooked into the waistband of her knickers and pulled them down, slow and deliberate.

She was naked between them. One worshipping her from the front, one undressing her from behind. Her husband watching from the armchair.

Jay sank lower behind her. His hands cupped her arse, squeezing, spreading. Then his mouth was on her—kissing the curve of her, his tongue tracing the outline of her, following the shape of her like he was memorising it. Kate’s breath hitched. Liam still at her breast, Jay’s mouth on her arse, her body being attended to from both directions at once.

Liam’s nervousness was easing. His mouth moved from one breast to the other, his body finding its own rhythm, instinct overriding thought.

Kate looked over at Daniel. He was watching from the armchair, his eyes bright, a glass of something in his hand that she didn’t remember him pouring. He looked like a man enjoying an evening out. Comfortable. Pleased with his arrangements.

He raised the glass slightly when he caught her eye. A tiny gesture. Almost a toast.

Liam’s hand had found its way between her legs. His fingers moved through the wetness there—tentative at first, then surer, circling, pressing. Kate’s hips shifted toward him without her deciding to. Behind her, Jay had risen to his full height, his mouth on the back of her neck, his hands gripping her hips.

Two mouths. Two sets of hands. Two completely different energies—Liam’s careful exploration and Jay’s easy certainty—converging on her body at once. Kate closed her eyes. Let her head fall back against Jay’s chest.

Liam’s fingers pushed inside her. Kate gasped. His eyes flicked up to her face—checking, making sure. She nodded. He pushed deeper.

“There you go,” Jay murmured behind her.

Kate opened her eyes. Looked at Liam. His face was flushed, his breathing fast, his fingers still inside her. But there was still something held back in him—some part of his mind that couldn’t quite believe this was happening.

She knew how to fix that.

Kate sank to her knees. Liam’s hand slipped free of her. She reached for his belt, looked up at him.

“Let me,” she said.

His hands dropped to his sides. Kate undid his belt, his trousers, pulled them down with his boxers in one movement. He was hard—achingly so, his cock straining upward the moment it was free.

Kate took him in her mouth.

Liam made a sound like the air had been punched out of him. His whole body went still then softened. She felt it happen. The tension in his thighs, the rigid set of his shoulders, all of it unwinding as she worked her mouth over him, slow, warm, and deliberate.

She was settling him. The way you’d calm a horse, or ease a knot loose. Taking his nervousness into her mouth and dissolving it.

When she looked up, his face had changed. The uncertainty was gone. His eyes were half-closed, his lips parted, his hand finding the back of her head—not pushing, just resting there. Present.

His body knew what to do. Even when his mind couldn’t cope.

A hand in her hair. Firmer than Liam’s had been. She knew the grip.

Daniel. He’d left the chair.

His fingers wound into her hair and gripped. Then he started to move her head forward onto Liam’s cock, back, forward again. Setting the pace. Controlling the depth.

Kate let him. Let her husband feed her mouth onto another man’s cock. Her jaw went slack, her throat opened, and Daniel pushed her down further than she’d been going on her own.

Liam groaned. His hands hung at his sides—Daniel had taken over, and there was nothing left for him to do but stand there and receive what he was being given.

Daniel’s grip tightened. He pushed Kate deeper, held her there for a beat, then pulled her back. Spit trailed from her lips. He pushed her down again.

“That’s it,” Daniel said quietly. Not to Kate. Not to Liam. To himself, maybe. Or to no one at all.

Jay’s hands found her from behind. His palms slid around her ribs, cupping her breasts, squeezing them as they swayed with the rhythm Daniel was setting. His chest pressed against her back—he’d taken his shirt off at some point, his skin warm against hers.

Three men touching her at once. Her husband’s hand in her hair. A stranger’s cock in her mouth. Another stranger’s hands on her breasts. Kate Morrison. Senior lecturer. Mother of two. On her knees in a stranger’s house in Bristol on a Saturday night.

She had never been happier.

The monitoring voice went quiet. The last thread of Kate-the-lecturer, Kate-the-mother, Kate-the-woman-who-always-watches—it slipped away, and there was nothing left but sensation. Her mouth. Her body. The hands on her.

Her head bounced on Liam’s cock. Up and down, up and down. Daniel’s hand still guiding, but she barely needed it now—her neck was working on its own, her mouth slack and wet, the rhythm mindless and steady. Her eyes were open but unfocused. Vacant. The way Adrian had described her. All empty up there. Just a body doing what it was made to do.

Liam was moaning steadily now. Not the stunned, breathless sounds from before—something deeper, more certain. He’d found his footing. His hips had started to move, small involuntary thrusts meeting Kate’s mouth as it came down.

Jay’s hands tightened on her breasts. His mouth was at her ear.

“She’s gone,” he said to Daniel. Almost admiring.

“Yes,” Daniel said. His hand still in her hair. “She does that.”

Jay released her breasts. Stood.

“I think it’s my turn,” he said.

He walked around to her side. Kate sensed him before she saw him—his presence, the warmth of his body, the size of him close to her face. She turned toward him. His cock was thick, dark, already hard.

Jay’s hands found her head. Precisely, calmly, the way he did everything. He guided himself to her lips and pushed in.

Kate’s jaw went slack. Her eyes closed. She stuck her tongue out, flattening it, making room as Jay pressed deeper, finding his way steadily to the back of her throat. He was bigger than Liam. Thicker. She felt her throat stretch around him.

Jay held himself there. One hand on each side of her head. Not thrusting yet. Just letting her adjust to the size of him.

“Good girl,” he said. Low, easy. Like praising someone for something they were born to do.

Jay started to move. Long, slow strokes. Deeper than Liam had been—deeper than she thought she could take, but her throat kept opening, kept accepting. The wet sounds filling the room.

Daniel had stepped back. Kate could feel his absence—his hand gone from her hair, his presence withdrawn to the armchair. Watching again. She imagined what he was seeing. His wife on her knees, naked, a man’s cock buried in her throat.

Liam had moved behind her. She felt his hands on her hips—steadier than before. Surer. Whatever nervousness had been paralysing him, Kate’s mouth had cured it. His fingers traced between her legs. Found the wetness there.

“Fuck,” he whispered. Almost to himself.

Time dissolved. Kate stopped tracking it. There was only the rhythm—Liam behind her, Jay in her mouth, the steady rocking of her body between them. The wet sounds. The breathing. The creak of the mattress.

Liam’s hands moved from her hips. Found her breasts, hanging beneath her. He cupped them, squeezed them, his thrusts deepening as his confidence grew. The nervous young man from the kitchen doorway was gone. In his place, someone sure-handed and hungry, taking what he’d been fantasising about all week.

Jay was talking. Low, steady, that American voice like something from another world. “That’s it. Take it all. You’re doing so good.” His hand in her hair, guiding her, controlling the depth. Not rough, just certain.

Kate’s jaw ached, and she didn’t care. She felt herself drifting further. Deeper into the vacancy. Her body a thing that existed for this—to be filled, to be used, to be the space where these men’s pleasure happened. The thought should have horrified the woman she’d been a month ago. Now it felt like breathing.

Liam slowed. His breathing changed—shallow, urgent. Kate knew what that meant. Had heard it enough times with Daniel.

“I’m—” Liam started. “I’m going to—”

Jay pulled out of Kate's mouth, looked at Liam over her back. “Switch,” he said.

Liam pulled out. The mattress shifted as the two men changed places.

Jay moved behind her. His hands gripped her hips—wider than Liam’s, stronger. He pushed inside her in one slow, deliberate stroke.

Kate moaned into the duvet. He was thicker than Liam. The stretch of it, the fullness. Jay didn’t start slow. He found his rhythm immediately—deep, steady, unhurried. A man who knew exactly what he was doing.

Liam knelt in front of her. His cock was slick, glistening. He was close—she could see it in the tension in his thighs, the way his abdominal muscles trembled.

Kate took him in her mouth. Tasted herself on him. Liam made a broken sound. His hand went to her head, fingers tangling in her hair, and for the first time his grip wasn’t gentle.

She worked him. Tongue, suction, her mouth moving fast now. Giving him everything. Behind her, Jay’s thrusts were pushing her forward onto Liam’s cock, the rhythm doing half the work for her.

Liam’s hand tightened. His hips started to move—short, desperate thrusts. He was losing control, his breathing coming in ragged gasps.

“I’m—fuck. I’m—”

Kate pulled back. Kept her mouth open, her face upturned. Liam’s hand found his cock, stroking fast, and then he came—across her lips, her chin, her cheek. A strangled groan tearing out of him as his body shuddered.

Kate kept her eyes on his. Let him watch himself come on her face. Let him see what he’d done to the woman from the photographs.

Liam stepped back. Sat on the edge of the bed, breathing hard, spent. Kate barely registered him. Jay was still behind her, still fucking her—deep, steady strokes that showed no sign of urgency. A man with stamina and patience. Kate’s arms trembled. She dropped to her elbows, Liam’s cum cooling on her cheek, her chin.

Jay’s hands moved over her body. Her hips, her arse, her back. Possessive, unhurried. Enjoying her.

Then Daniel was there.

He knelt beside the bed. His hands found her breasts, hanging beneath her, swaying with each of Jay’s thrusts. He cupped them. Squeezed. His face was close to hers, close enough that she could feel his breath.

“You’re getting fucked with cum on your face,” he whispered. His voice was low, steady, nothing like the careful solicitor who weighed every word. “They know what you are. You’re getting used like a brainless fucktoy.” His fingers tightened on her nipple. “A slut who exists for this.”

Kate came.

It hit her like a whiteout. No buildup, no warning. Just Daniel’s voice, and Jay’s cock, and the cum drying on her face, and the total, obliterating knowledge that her husband was right. She screamed into the duvet, her body clenching around Jay, her fists twisting in the sheets, her legs shaking so violently that Jay had to grip her hips to keep her in place.

It rolled through her in waves. One after another. Jay kept moving, kept fucking her through it, and each thrust sent another shock tearing through her until she couldn’t tell where one orgasm ended and the next began.

When it finally released her, Kate was flat on the bed. Facedown. Barely conscious. Jay still inside her, his pace finally quickening.

His thrusts went ragged. He slammed into her once, twice, then buried himself deep and held. Kate felt the pulse of him—the heat, the release, his fingers digging into her hips hard enough to bruise.

Jay exhaled. A long, slow breath. His hands loosened. He stayed inside her for a moment, then withdrew.

Kate lay there. Facedown. Breathing hard. Her body trembling, her face sticky, her cunt full of cum.

The room was quiet. Just breathing. Three of them, and Daniel in the chair.

Nobody moved for a long time.

Kate’s face was pressed into the duvet. She could smell everything—sweat, sex, the faint laundry-detergent scent of someone else’s sheets. Her body felt liquid. Boneless. Like something that had been taken apart and not yet reassembled.

A hand on her back. Daniel’s. She knew without looking. He traced a slow line from her shoulder to the small of her back. The same gesture from the hotel room. The same steady, absent rhythm.

Jay was the first to move. She heard him stand, heard the rustle of clothing. A zip. A belt buckle.

“Thank you,” he said simply. To Kate, to Daniel, to both of them. “That was something.”

Liam was still sitting on the edge of the bed. He seemed to be having trouble with his shirt buttons. Kate turned her head, looked at him through one eye. He caught her gaze and went red—the blush spreading from his neck to his cheeks, the nervousness flooding back now that his body had stopped doing the thinking for him.

Kate smiled at him. A real smile. Warm, tired, ruined.

“You all right?” she asked.

“Yeah.” He swallowed. “Yeah, I’m … yeah.”

Jay clapped him on the shoulder on his way to the door. “You did great, kid.” He turned back to Daniel, extended a hand. Daniel shook it. A handshake between men who understood each other.

Then Jay left.

Liam lingered by the door. He’d managed the shirt buttons, but his hair was a mess. He looked at Kate, then at Daniel, then back at Kate. “Um … could I get you anything? Water? Another drink?”

Daniel smiled. “Water would be great.” He looked at his wife—facedown, cum-streaked, naked, utterly spent. “And whatever white wine you can find.”

Liam nodded. Disappeared.

Kate laughed into the duvet. The sound muffled, exhausted, helpless. The absurdity of it. A young man who’d just come on her face, fetching her a glass of wine like a waiter at a dinner party.

Liam returned a minute later. Set the glass of water and the wine on the bedside table. Hovered for a moment. “Thanks,” he said. “It was a pleasure. I’ll be outside.”

Kate smiled into the duvet. The formality of it. Like he was leaving a job interview.

Liam closed the door quietly behind him.

The room was theirs.

Daniel lay down beside her on the bed. Fully dressed, shoes and all, the way he’d been at the hotel. Kate rolled into him. Pressed her ruined face against his shirt.

“Blimey,” he said.

Kate laughed. Broken, exhausted, half-sob. She pressed her face harder into his chest.

“Blimey,” she agreed.

CHAPTER TEN

They emerged from the corridor together. Kate had wiped her face with the towel from the en suite, fixed her hair as best she could, pulled the black dress back on. She looked presentable. Almost. If you didn’t look too closely at the flush still creeping up her neck, or the way she walked—slower than before, more carefully, as though her body were something she was carrying rather than wearing.

The party had thinned. A few people had left. The music was lower now, the lights dimmer. Someone had opened wine. The atmosphere had shifted in the way these things apparently did—softer, looser, the social performance winding down.

Jen was on the sofa, deep in conversation with the woman from Cardiff. She caught Kate’s eye and waved. Kate waved back. A normal wave. The kind you give someone you’ve been discussing slug pellets with, not someone who was thirty feet away while two men—

Kate stopped the thought. Smiled.

The cyclist was in the kitchen, washing glasses. Lisa was leaning against the counter beside him, laughing at something. She looked up when Kate and Daniel passed.

“Leaving already?”

“Long drive,” Daniel said.

“Of course. Lovely to have you both.” Lisa squeezed Kate’s arm. “Come again. Any time.”

Kate thanked her. Meant it.

They found their coats. Shoes. The ordinary ritual of leaving a party—thank you, lovely evening, yes, we must, safe drive. Kate performed it on autopilot, the same way she’d performed a hundred departures from faculty dinners and neighbourhood barbecues. Except that her knickers were damp, and her jaw ached, and there were bruises forming on her hips where Jay’s fingers had gripped her.

The front door closed behind them. The street was quiet. Cold air, wet pavement, the orange glow of streetlights. A cat watching them from a wall.

Daniel took her hand. They walked to the car.

The drive home was quiet. Not the tense quiet of the drive out—something else. A shared silence, comfortable, the kind that comes from having been through something together and not needing to narrate it.

Kate leaned her head against the window. Watched the motorway lights slide past. Her body hummed—not with arousal, not anymore, but with something deeper. A settling. Like a house after a storm, everything still standing but rearranged.

Daniel drove the way he always drove. One hand on the wheel. Steady.

They got home just after midnight. The house was dark. Sophie was staying at a friend’s. Oliver at Daniel’s mother’s.

Daniel unlocked the door. Kate stepped inside. The hallway. The coat hooks. Oliver’s rugby boots by the radiator. Sophie’s A-level textbooks stacked on the bottom stair.

Their life. Still here. Still intact.

Daniel filled the kettle. Kate sat at the kitchen table and watched him do it, the same movements he’d made ten thousand times. Mugs. Teabags. Milk from the fridge. The quiet choreography of a marriage.

He set her mug in front of her. Sat across from her.

They drank their tea.

The kitchen clock ticked. The fridge hummed. Outside, a fox screamed somewhere in the dark—that awful sound that always made Sophie jump.

“I can still taste them,” Kate said.

Daniel looked at her over his mug.

“Both of them,” she said. “And I can feel”—she shifted in her chair—“everything.”

Daniel set his mug down. His face was hard to read in the dim kitchen light. But his eyes were bright. “Good,” he said.

They went upstairs. Brushed their teeth side by side, the way they always did.

Kate caught sight of herself in the bathroom mirror—the same face from the university toilet, from the hotel in Bristol, from every mirror she’d looked into over the past month. The same face. But the woman behind it had rearranged herself so thoroughly that Kate sometimes wondered how no one else could see it.

Daniel was already in bed when she came out. She undressed—the black dress over a chair, no ceremony now—and climbed in beside him.

The same bed. The same pillows. The same duvet they’d bought from John Lewis three years ago because Kate had insisted on the higher thread count. The room where he’d said “two men” in the dark, and she’d stared at the ceiling and felt the world tilt.

Kate lay on her side. Daniel on his back. Close enough to touch but not touching. The way they’d lain that night.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

Daniel was quiet for a moment. The house settled around them. A pipe ticking. The wind against the window.

“I’m thinking,” he said, “that I married the right woman.”

Kate smiled. In the dark, where he couldn’t see it. Or maybe he could. After twenty years, he probably knew when she was smiling.

She reached for his hand. Found it. Held it.

“What’s next?” she asked.

Daniel turned his head on the pillow. She could feel him looking at her, even in the dark.

“Whatever we want,” he said.

Kate closed her eyes. Her body was tired, marked, satisfied. Her mind was quiet. Not the vacancy of the bedroom in Bristol—something different. A stillness that came from knowing, finally, exactly who she was.

Kate Morrison. Senior lecturer. Wife. Mother. Slut. All of it, at once, without contradiction.

She fell asleep holding her husband’s hand.
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