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From the Author

When I finished Part 1, I thought I knew where Kate was going.

I was wrong.

The surprise this time wasn't what Kate does. It was what she discovers she enjoys. There's a moment in Part 2 where she realizes something about herself that I genuinely didn't see coming. I was writing the scene, and Kate figured it out before I did.

These characters keep teaching me things I didn't know I was writing about. Kate isn't just one thing. She never was. Part 2 is about finding out how many things she can be at once.

Some of you will recognize a character from other Shared Wives stories. She does get around.

Thanks for coming back.

Love always,

Thanks for reading.

Love always,
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Sharing Kate Part 2

A "Shared Wives" Novel

By Raven Merlot





Chapter One

The coffee machine in the faculty lounge had been broken since October. Someone had taped a note to it in Margaret’s handwriting: “Out of order. Kettle provided. Do not attempt to fix.” The kettle was ancient, lime-scaled, and took four minutes to boil. Kate had timed it.

“The new intake is hopeless,” Gerald said. He was standing by the window with his mug, looking out at the car park as though it had personally offended him. “I’ve just had a student ask me whether Dickens was Victorian or Edwardian. Third year.”

“Perhaps she was testing you,” Kate said.

“She was not testing me. She was asking with the genuine bewilderment of someone who’d never considered the question.” Gerald turned from the window. “What are we doing here? What is the point of any of it?”

“Funding cuts,” Margaret said, not looking up from her laptop. “That’s what you usually conclude.”

Kate shifted in her chair, recrossed her legs. The lounge was warm, the radiator under the window doing its usual impression of a furnace. She picked up her coffee and took a sip. Lukewarm already.

Harriet Moss was at the table by the door, marking essays with a red pen. Actual red pen. Kate had switched to pencil years ago, on the theory that students were less likely to bin feedback that didn’t look like a crime scene. Harriet’s corrections were small, precise, applied in a hand so neat it could have been printed. She sat with her ankles crossed, her back not quite touching the chair. Every few minutes she turned a page, considered it, and drew a single careful line through something.

“Has anyone spoken to estates about room 4B?” Gerald again. He’d moved on from the decline of British education to the decline of British infrastructure. “The heating’s been off for a fortnight. I’ve been lecturing in my coat.”

“I rather thought that was a fashion choice,” Kate said.

Gerald looked at her over his glasses. Kate smiled into her coffee. Across the room, Harriet’s pen paused. She glanced up, just briefly, then returned to her marking.

The conversation drifted. Margaret closed her laptop and joined in, talking about the external examiner visit, the sample papers she still needed, the particular tedium of quality assurance documentation. Kate listened, contributed where required, let her attention move easily around the room. The lounge had its own rhythms, familiar as a hymn. Gerald complaining. Margaret organising. The kettle building to its rattling boil and someone getting up to deal with it.

Kate adjusted her position again. Uncrossed her legs, shifted her weight to the other hip, recrossed them. She reached for her coffee.

“I had a student email me at half eleven last night,” Margaret said. “Asking for an extension on an essay due in three weeks. Three weeks. She wanted to get ahead of it, she said.”

“Get ahead of the extension?” Kate asked.

“Apparently. I told her no, on the grounds that the assignment hadn’t technically been set yet.” Margaret shook her head. “They’re anxious, this lot. More anxious than they used to be.”

“They’ve always been anxious,” Gerald said. “They just used to drink through it.”

Harriet looked up from her marking. “I don’t think that’s quite fair, Gerald.” Her voice was measured, the consonants precise. “The pressures are genuinely different now. The debt alone would give anyone pause.”

Gerald opened his mouth. Harriet returned to her essay, pen moving again, the contribution delivered and closed. She’d said her piece. Disagreement registered, boundary drawn, red pen resuming its tidy work. Gerald took a breath, appeared to think better of it, and drank his tea instead.

Kate watched none of this with any particular interest. Harriet was Harriet. Correct, careful, the department’s quiet conscience. They’d been colleagues for four years and Kate could count on one hand the number of times they’d had a conversation that wasn’t about timetabling.

The clock above the door showed twenty past. Kate had a lecture at half.

She finished her coffee, set the mug by the sink. “Right. Jude the Obscure won’t teach itself.”

“More’s the pity,” Gerald said.

Kate picked up her bag, pushed her chair back, and stood.

The plug shifted inside her.

She kept her face still. Adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder, said something to Margaret about the sample papers, and walked out of the lounge. The door swung shut behind her.

The corridor was empty. Late morning light through the high windows, dust turning in it. Kate’s heels sounded on the linoleum, each step measured, each step a small private event that nobody in this building would ever know about.

Daniel had put it in that morning. She’d been aware of it through breakfast, through the drive, through forty minutes of Gerald, and the kettle, and Harriet’s red pen. A low, constant pressure. A fact about herself that she carried underneath her clothes the way she carried everything else. Quietly. Completely.

She passed the noticeboard. Someone had pinned up a flyer for a postgraduate wine evening. Someone else had drawn a moustache on the photograph of the guest speaker. Kate walked on, her bag over her shoulder, her blouse tucked neatly into her skirt, the plug warm, present, and hers.

The lecture hall door was propped open with a copy of the Norton Anthology. Kate nudged it aside with her foot and walked in.

Half the seats were taken. Students filtering in, the usual settling of bags and phones and paper cups from the café downstairs. Someone in the back row was eating a croissant. Kate set her notes on the lectern, opened her copy of the novel, and waited for the room to find its quiet.

It did. It always did, eventually. The last murmurs dying down, the last phone being pocketed, the particular quality of attention that meant they were ready or at least willing to pretend.

“Right,” Kate said. “Sue Bridehead; where were we?”

She taught. The room listened. Kate moved through the material the way she always did, building from text to context, letting Hardy’s language do the heavy lifting where it could, stepping in where it couldn’t. She was good at this. Had always been good at this. The rhythm of a lecture was as natural to her as breathing, the questions placed where they’d land, the pauses timed to let something settle before she moved on.

She leaned against the edge of the desk. The wood pushed against her thighs and the fullness inside her settled deeper. Kate adjusted her weight, kept talking.

“Hardy gives us a woman who intellectually rejects every convention of her time. Marriage. Motherhood. Submission. She argues against all of it. And yet, she can’t act on any of it. Not fully. Not without punishing herself afterwards.” Kate looked at the room. “Why?”

A boy near the window offered something about internalised social norms. Kate nodded, built on it, steered the discussion toward the tension between Sue’s ideas and her instincts. Two girls in the middle row had stopped writing and were actually listening, which was something.

“But is she supposed to be admirable?” A voice from the third row. A young woman Kate didn’t know well. Quiet in seminars, usually. “Or pitiable? Because she wants things, clearly. She just won’t let herself have them.”

Kate opened her mouth to give the careful answer. The balanced answer. Sue as intellectual tragedy, the New Woman constrained by the limitations of her historical moment, a figure who illuminates the cost of progress not yet achieved. She’d given that answer a dozen times. It was good. It was right. It was the answer that got nods and dutiful note-taking and moved the lecture cleanly on to the next section.

“Sue’s tragedy isn’t that she wanted,” Kate said. “It’s that she couldn’t stop watching herself want. She was so busy analysing her own desires, holding them up to the light, checking whether they were acceptable, whether they were rational, whether they fit the person she’d decided she was, that she never actually let herself have any of them.”

The room was quiet.

“Hardy understood something about that kind of woman,” Kate said. “The woman who lives in her own head. Who monitors every impulse before she acts on it. Who can’t surrender to anything because she’s too busy observing herself from the outside.” She pushed off from the desk, stood straight. Her pelvic floor tightened around the plug and a slow pulse of heat spread through her hips. She picked up her copy of the novel, turned a page she didn’t need to turn. “Sue doesn’t fail because she wants the wrong things. She fails because she can’t stop thinking about the fact that she wants them.”

The girl in the third row was writing. So was the boy by the window. One of the two girls in the middle row had put her pen down and was just looking at Kate.

Kate looked back at her notes. The next section was there, waiting. The passage about Phillotson. The marriage. The slow grinding machinery of Victorian respectability.

“The question isn’t whether Sue is admirable or pitiable,” Kate said. “It’s whether she ever gets out of her own way long enough to be either.”

She moved on. The lecture continued. Kate talked about Phillotson, about the marriage as institution, about what Hardy was doing with consent and obligation in a novel published in 1895. She paced as she spoke, and each step kept the low warmth alive, a current running just beneath the surface of her sentences. The students wrote things down. The boy by the window asked another question. The girl in the third row didn’t speak again, but she didn’t stop writing, either.

Kate stood at the lectern and taught, and the fullness inside her held steady, and the voice that used to narrate every moment of her life had nothing to say. It had been getting quieter for weeks. Today, it was barely a whisper.

She wrapped up at ten past. A few students lingered. Kate answered a question about the essay deadline, another about the reading list for next week. She packed her notes into her bag, straightened the lectern out of habit, and walked back into the corridor.

The same linoleum. The same high windows. The same woman walking it, in the same shoes, carrying the same bag. Except that the woman walking it had just described her old self to a room full of twenty-year-olds and none of them had any idea. And with each step, the plug shifted, a quiet insistence, Daniel’s hand still on her hours after he’d let go.




Chapter Two

Sophie was at the kitchen table with her laptop, earbuds in, mouthing something to herself. Oliver had eaten and gone. His plate was in the sink, unwashed, a smear of ketchup drying on the rim. Kate rinsed it, loaded it into the dishwasher, wiped the counter. Daniel was finishing his wine at the table, watching her move around the kitchen.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Gerald’s in crisis about room 4B again. Margaret needs sample papers by Friday. The usual.” Kate hung the tea towel on its hook. “Yours?”

“Settlement conference. Three hours of two people arguing about a sideboard.” He took a sip of wine, his eyes still on her. “Sophie, bedtime in half an hour.”

Sophie raised a hand without removing her earbuds. Acknowledged, not agreed to. Close enough.

The evening wound down the way evenings did. Sophie went upstairs. Kate checked Oliver’s room, found him alive and wearing headphones, closed the door. Daniel locked up, turned off the lights downstairs. The house settled into its nighttime sounds. Pipes ticking. The fridge humming. A car passing on the road outside.

Their bedroom door was closed. The lock turned. Daniel sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her.

“Come here.”

Kate crossed the room. Stood in front of him. His knees either side of her legs. He reached up and undid the top button of her blouse. Then the next. Slowly. His fingers unhurried, his eyes on what he was uncovering. The blouse came open, and he pushed it off her shoulders. It fell behind her.

His hands went to her waist. He unzipped her skirt, worked it down over her hips. Kate stepped out of it. Stood there in her bra and knickers.

Daniel’s hand moved around to her lower back. Down. His palm settled over her arse, fingers pressing lightly, and Kate’s breath caught because he was pressing the base of the plug through the fabric. A small, deliberate pressure.

“How was it today?” he asked. “Wearing this for me.”

Kate looked down at him. His face was tilted up at her, calm and interested. The same face that had sent her to work this morning with his fingers inside her and a quiet instruction to keep it in until he took it out.

“Strange at first. In the car.” She swallowed. “Then I forgot about it. Not forgot, exactly. It was just there. Part of the day. Like wearing a ring.”

His fingers pressed again. The plug shifted, and Kate’s hips moved toward him without permission.

“And then I’d stand up or cross my legs, and I’d remember.” She was talking more than she’d planned to.

His hand kept moving, slow circles over the base of the plug, and the words kept coming.

“In the lecture. I was talking about Hardy, and I could feel it the whole time. Every time I moved.”

“Did anyone notice?”

“No, of course not.”

Daniel smiled. His other hand came up to her hip.

“It feels silly to say this,” Kate said.

He waited.

“Knowing you’d put it there. That you wanted it there, all day, while I was teaching and talking and being normal.” She paused. The words were right there, but they sounded wrong in her head, too simple, too sentimental for what they’d become. She said them, anyway. “I felt loved.”

Daniel looked up at her. His hand still warm against the base of the plug. He held her gaze for a long moment. Then he smiled.

“Go freshen up,” he said. “When you come back, I’ll take what’s mine.”

Kate went to the bathroom. Closed the door. She slid her knickers down and reached behind her. She’d asked Daniel to let her do this part herself. The insertion was his; the removal hers. It was newer, all of this, and there were practicalities she preferred to manage on her own.

She eased the plug out slowly, felt the strange small vacancy after a full day of carrying it. Cleaned it, set it on the counter. Washed herself carefully, thoroughly. Brushed her teeth.

In the bedroom, Daniel moved. He turned off the overhead light, switched on the bedside lamp. Undressed without hurrying. Folded his shirt over the back of the chair because he was Daniel, and he would always fold his shirt over the back of the chair. He opened the bedside drawer. Took out the lube, set it on the table. Sat on the edge of the bed. Listened to the water running behind the bathroom door and waited for his wife.

The bathroom door opened. Kate stood in the doorway in her bra and knickers. Daniel’s eyes moved over her.

“Lose those,” he said.

She unclasped the bra. Let it drop. Stepped out of her knickers.

Naked now, in the lamplight, in their bedroom, in the house where their children slept down the hall.

Kate crossed the room and knelt in front of him. Looked up.

His hand came to her face, cupping her jaw. “You’ve been so good today.”

Kate held his gaze. His cock was hard, inches from her face. She waited.

“Go on then,” he said.

She took him in her mouth. Slowly, the way he liked to start. Just the head at first, her tongue working the underside, then deeper as his hand moved to the back of her head. Not pushing. Just there. The weight of his palm telling her he was watching.

Kate settled into it. The taste of him, the heat, the familiar thickness on her tongue. She knew what he liked. Twenty years of knowing. But it was different now. The knowing served something else. She wasn’t doing this to get him off or move them toward the next thing. She was doing it because he’d told her to and that was enough.

His fingers tightened in her hair. His breathing changed. Kate took him deeper, felt his thighs tense under her hands, the small shifts of his hips as he stopped himself from thrusting.

She worked him like that for a long time. Slow, steady, no urgency. Mouth and tongue, the occasional graze of her teeth that made him hiss. His hand guided her when she needed guiding; let her go when she didn’t. The room was quiet except for the wet sounds of her mouth, and his breathing, and the occasional creak of the bed frame when his weight shifted.

Then his hand tightened, and he pulled her off. A strand of spit between her lip and the head of his cock. Kate looked up at him, her mouth wet, waiting.

“On the bed,” he said. “Face down.”

Kate climbed up. Lay on her stomach, her cheek against the pillow. The sheets were cool against her breasts, her belly, the tops of her thighs. She heard Daniel move behind her. The click of the cap.

“Spread yourself for me.”

Kate reached back. Gripped her own cheeks and pulled them apart. The air was cool against her. She was completely open to him, holding herself that way, her face in the pillow, her body offered up in the most vulnerable position she could imagine.

A month ago, the exposure alone would have made her close her legs. Now her hips tilted upward.

She heard him slicking himself. The wet sound of his hand working the lube over his cock. Then his fingers on her, circling, spreading the slickness over her arsehole with a gentleness that made her press back toward him.

One finger. Slow. Kate’s breath caught. He worked it in to the first knuckle, paused, let her adjust. Then deeper. The plug had done its job. Her body opened for him easier than the first time they’d tried this, weeks ago, when she’d been tense and he’d been so careful it had taken half an hour before either of them had relaxed.

A second finger. Kate gripped herself harder, kept herself spread. The stretch was different from the plug. Warmer. More alive. She could feel his knuckles, the deliberate curl of his fingers inside her, the way he was reading her body through his hands.

Three fingers now, working slowly, the lube making everything slick and warm. Kate’s thighs were trembling. Her cunt was wet, untouched, aching. She could feel it dripping onto the sheets beneath her.

“I think you’re ready,” he said.

His fingers withdrew. The head of his cock pressed against her. Blunt, hot, bigger than his fingers.

“Keep holding yourself open,” he said.

He pushed in.

The first inch, Kate stopped breathing. The stretch was beyond his fingers, beyond the plug, something her body had to decide to accept.

Daniel held still. His hands on her hips, steadying, waiting.

Kate exhaled. Long, slow, deliberate. She felt herself soften around him. Open.

He pressed deeper. Another inch.

Kate’s fingers dug into her own flesh, still holding herself apart for him. The fullness was enormous. Not pain, not quite, but the border of it. The place where sensation hasn’t decided what it is yet.

“Breathe,” Daniel said.

She breathed. He slid deeper. Kate heard herself make a sound, low and formless, her face buried in the pillow. He was halfway in. She could feel the thickness of him stretching her open, the lube easing the way, her body yielding in slow increments.

He paused again. One hand flat on the small of her back, holding her steady. Patient. Reading her.

“More,” Kate said into the pillow.

He gave her more. Pressing forward in a long, slow slide until his hips met her hands where she was still gripping herself open. All the way in. Kate’s mouth was open against the cotton. Her whole body was shaking. She was so full she couldn’t think. Full in a way that crowded everything else out, every thought, every word, every part of her that wasn’t this.

Daniel held still inside her. Let her feel it. Let the stretch settle into something her body could hold.

Then his hands took over. Gripping her arse, spreading her, holding her open around his cock.

Kate brought her hands forward, gripped the sheets. The change in angle shifted him inside her, and she gasped.

He started to move. Slow. Barely withdrawing before pressing back in. Short, careful strokes that let her body adjust to the movement, to the fact of him inside her there, filling a place that still felt new and impossible.

Kate’s breath came in shallow bursts against the pillow. Her cunt clenched around nothing, wet and neglected, and the emptiness there made the fullness in her arse feel bigger.

Daniel found his rhythm. Longer strokes now. Kate could feel every inch of him, the drag of his cock against the tight ring of muscle, the slick push back in. Her body had stopped resisting. Had stopped doing anything except taking what he gave her.

“You have no idea how you look right now,” Daniel said. His voice was rougher than before. Thicker. “Arse in the air. Taking my cock. Dr. Morrison.”

Kate moaned into the pillow. He was fucking her properly now, steady and deep, his hands holding her open, and she could hear the sounds of it. The slick, obscene rhythm. Her own breathing. The creak of the bed.

His hand slid around her hip. Down between her legs. His fingers found her cunt, soaking wet, and pushed inside. Two fingers, filling her from the front while his cock filled her from behind. Kate could feel him through the thin wall between, his fingers pressing against his own cock from the other side. The stretched, impossible fullness of being taken in both places at once.

Her body gave way. Not an orgasm, not yet, but something behind her eyes went blank. Her mouth hung open against the pillow. Her hips pushed back to meet him on every stroke, greedy, mindless, wanting more of something she already couldn’t take.

“I’ve got plans for you this weekend,” Daniel said.

The words landed somewhere far away. Kate heard them but couldn’t hold them. His cock was in her arse, and his fingers were in her cunt, and he was talking about the weekend as though they were in the kitchen discussing the shopping.

“You’ll do exactly what I tell you to.”

Kate whimpered. His fingers curled inside her. His hips kept their steady rhythm, deep and relentless.

“Say yes,” he said.

“Yes.” The word came out broken, muffled. “Yes. Anything.”

Daniel’s rhythm changed. Faster now. His fingers still inside her cunt, his cock driving deeper, and Kate could feel both of them working together, filling her completely.

She stopped trying to hold herself up. Her chest dropped to the mattress, her back arched, her arse pushed higher. Giving him everything. Every angle. Every inch of access she could offer.

“That’s it,” he said. “That’s my girl.”

Kate’s orgasm didn’t announce itself. It was just suddenly there, heavy and low, gathering in the place where his cock and his fingers nearly met, the impossibly thin wall between them, both sides of her body full and used and his.

She came with her face in the pillow and her hands twisting in the sheets. A sound tore out of her that she didn’t recognise. Her arse clenched around him, and Daniel groaned, his hips stuttering, his rhythm breaking for the first time.

Kate’s body shook under him. The orgasm kept going, pulsing, her cunt gripping his fingers, her arse gripping his cock, wave after wave of it until she couldn’t tell what was still the orgasm and what was just her body trembling from the effort of holding itself together.

Daniel’s hips slowed. His strokes went long, deliberate, drawing out every aftershock as Kate’s body pulsed around him. He pulled his fingers from her cunt and gripped her hips with both hands, slick and wet, holding her in place.

“God, Kate.” His voice was stripped down. Nothing careful left in it.

He fucked her through the last tremors. Kate’s face pressed into the pillow, her breath coming in small hitching sounds she couldn’t stop. Each thrust sent another shudder through her, her body too spent to come again but too sensitive to stop responding.

Daniel’s rhythm tightened. Shorter strokes, harder, his fingers digging into her hips. His breathing went ragged. Kate could feel him getting close, the way his cock thickened inside her, the slight loss of control in his hips.

He thrust deep. Held. A sound tore out of him, low and raw, and Kate felt him come. The pulse of it inside her arse, hot and real. His hips pressed flush against her, grinding, his whole body rigid for a long moment before the tension broke and his weight settled onto her back.

They stayed like that. Both breathing hard. Daniel’s forehead between her shoulder blades, his cock softening inside her.

He pulled out slowly. Kate felt the loss of him, the strange openness. He rolled off her. Lay on his back beside her.

Kate didn’t move. Her face was still in the pillow. Her body was still shaking. The sheets beneath her were soaked.

After a while, Daniel’s hand found the back of her neck. Just resting there. The weight of it.

“All right?” he said.

Kate turned her head. Looked at him with one eye. Her hair was stuck to her face. “Mmm,” she said.

Neither of them moved for a long time. Daniel’s hand stayed on her neck. Kate listened to his breathing slow. The house was quiet around them. No footsteps in the corridor, no music through the wall. Just the two of them and the cooling sheets and the faint tick of the radiator.

Kate rolled onto her side. Pulled the duvet up over her legs. Daniel was staring at the ceiling, one arm behind his head.

“You said you had plans,” she said.

“I did say that.”

“While you were fucking my arse. Which I thought was a bit unfair.”

Daniel’s mouth twitched. “Timing is everything.”

Kate pulled the duvet higher. Her body was still humming, the ache settling into something warm and loose. She waited. Daniel would tell her when he was ready. He always did.

“This Saturday,” he said, “Lisa’s having another evening. I’ve arranged something.”

Kate looked at him. His profile in the low light. The familiar line of his jaw, the slight bump on his nose from a rugby incident twenty-five years ago. The face of a man who had just fucked his wife’s arse and was now calmly briefing her on the next assignment.

“A couple,” he said. “Married. He and his wife. They enjoy using women together.”

Kate lay still. The words settled around her in the dark room. A couple. A husband and a wife. She’d been expecting another man. Two men, perhaps, like before. Jay and Liam in a stranger’s bedroom, the American’s easy confidence and the young one’s shaking hands. She’d been ready for that, had almost been looking forward to it.

This was something else.

“A woman,” she said.

“Yes.”

Kate stared at the ceiling. She could still feel Daniel inside her. The ache of where he’d been, the slickness between her thighs.

A woman. A woman’s hands on her. A woman’s mouth. She tried to picture it, and the image wouldn’t quite form.

“You want me to be with a woman.”

Daniel turned his head on the pillow and looked at her. “I want to watch you be used by both of them, however they choose to use you.”

The radiator ticked. Kate pulled the duvet up to her chin.

“I’m not attracted to women,” she said. “You know that.”

“I know.”

Kate turned onto her side, facing him. Daniel stayed on his back, his eyes on the ceiling. Waiting. Giving her room to find what she actually meant.

“You’ve never been curious about being with a woman?” Daniel asked.

Kate almost laughed. “Academically, perhaps.”

They both smiled.

“But personally, no.”

Daniel nodded. He turned onto his side, facing her. His eyes moved over her face slowly, reading her the way he read everything. The set of her mouth. Her eyes. Whatever was behind them.

He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers trailing down her cheek. “You’re going to be so beautiful,” he said. “Following her orders.”

Kate looked at him. The smile came slowly. Then it was real, wide and warm, and she let him see all of it. She didn’t have to want this. She didn’t have to understand it, or examine it, or hold it up to the light. He wanted it. He’d chosen it. All she had to do was go where he sent her.

She nodded. “I know. And you’ll be watching.”

“I’ll be watching.”

The house was silent. Sophie asleep. Oliver asleep. The ordinary world carrying on upstairs and down the hall.

“Saturday,” she said.

“Saturday.”

Kate closed her eyes. Daniel’s hand found hers under the duvet. His fingers laced through hers and held.




Chapter Three

Kate knew the way now. The junctions, the exits, the residential streets that all looked the same until they suddenly didn’t.

Lisa opened the door with a glass in her hand and a hug for each of them. “Lovely to see you both. Wine’s on the table, gin’s in the kitchen. Stuart’s brought his own rope, so avoid the conservatory unless you want a lecture.”

“Noted,” Daniel said.

The living room was fuller than last time. Thirty people, maybe more. The music was louder, the lighting lower, the atmosphere looser. Kate recognised faces. The cyclist, now cornering someone new about carbon fibre forks. Jen from the NHS on the sofa, gesturing with a glass of red. The couple from Cardiff slow dancing near the bookshelf to something that wasn’t quite the right tempo.

Kate got a drink. White wine, the same as always. She moved through the room easily, stopping to say hello, picking up conversations she’d left at the last party. Jen had news about her allotment. The slugs had won.

“Total devastation,” Jen said. “The beer traps worked for a fortnight, and then they just adapted. Evolved. Like tiny slimy geniuses.”

“Natural selection at work,” Kate said. “Darwin would be proud.”

“Darwin can sod off. I’ve lost all my courgettes.”

Kate laughed. She was standing by the mantelpiece with her wine, warm and at ease, and she caught herself noticing the absence of something. The scanning. The watchfulness she’d carried through the first party, cataloguing every man in the room, wondering which ones Daniel had chosen. It was gone. She was just here. A woman at a gathering, talking to someone she liked.

A woman by the kitchen doorway caught Kate’s eye. Masked. One of several tonight, though most of the regulars didn’t bother. This one stood apart from the nearest conversation, holding a glass of sparkling water with both hands.

There was something about her posture. The straight back, the ankles close together. Precise. Contained. She was watching the room with the careful attention of someone taking notes.

Kate’s gaze moved on. Daniel was across the room, talking to Lisa’s husband, a bearded man whose name Kate could never remember. He caught her eye and tilted his head, just slightly, toward the far side of the room.

Kate looked.

A couple stood near the window. The woman was tall, slender, dark hair pinned up loosely. She wore a silk blouse and wide-leg trousers, both in a shade of cream that would terrify anyone with children. The man beside her was shorter, solid, greying at the temples. He had his hand on the small of her back, and they were laughing about something with the easy synchronisation of people who had been together a long time.

Kate picked up her wine and crossed the room.

“You must be Kate.” The woman extended her hand. Her grip was warm, firm, brief. “Serena. And this is Hugh.”

“Lovely to meet you.” Hugh shook her hand. Home Counties vowels, a good watch, the kind of tan you got from a skiing holiday rather than a sunbed. “We’ve heard a lot about you.”

Kate looked at Daniel across the room. He raised his glass.

“He’s been very thorough,” Serena said. “Photos, preferences, limits.” She took a sip of her drink. “You married a project manager.”

Kate laughed. That was exactly what Daniel was. Had always been, even before all of this. The man who researched restaurants before booking them, who read the entire manual before assembling furniture. Of course he’d briefed them like a client intake.

Kate found herself relaxing into it. Serena asked what she did, and Kate gave the version she always gave at these things. Academic. Literature. No university, no city, no details that could be googled.

“Hardy, mostly,” Kate said. “Women who want things they’re not supposed to want. That sort of territory.”

Hugh smiled. “Bit on the nose, isn’t it?”

“You have no idea.”

Serena mentioned they lived in Cheltenham. She did something in private wealth management, which she described as “making rich people slightly richer and pretending it’s complicated.” Hugh was in property development. They’d been married eleven years, in the lifestyle for four, and they finished each other’s anecdotes the way couples did when they’d told the same stories to enough new people.

Kate listened. Asked questions. Let herself enjoy the strange normality of it. Standing at a party with a glass of wine, getting to know the couple who were about to take her to bed. Hugh was easy company. Warm without being pushy, attentive without staring. Serena was harder to read. Her warmth had edges. She watched Kate while Hugh talked, her eyes moving over Kate’s face, her body, cataloguing something.

“You’re quite calm,” Serena said, “for someone doing this for the first time.”

Kate took a sip of wine. “I’ve done a lot of things for the first time over the last few months.”

Daniel appeared at Kate’s shoulder. His hand found the small of her back. “Shall we?” he asked.

Serena set her drink on the windowsill. Hugh straightened his cuffs.

They walked down the corridor. Past the bathroom, past the closed doors with sounds behind them. Kate had walked this corridor before, with Daniel’s hand on her back, heading toward a room where Jay and Liam had been waiting. The same house. The same hallway. Different door.

Hugh opened it. Held it for them.

The room was smaller than last time. A double bed, a bedside lamp already on, an armchair in the corner that might have been placed there for exactly this purpose. Daniel crossed to it without hesitation. Sat. Settled.

Serena closed the door.

The room was quiet. The party sounds muffled by the closed door. Laughter, music, the low hum of people somewhere else doing ordinary things.

Serena turned to Kate. Looked at her properly. Not socially now. The way you look at something you’re about to touch.

“Hugh,” she said without looking at him, “sit on the bed.”

Hugh sat on the edge of the bed. Relaxed, legs apart, watching his wife with the patience of someone who’d seen this before and never tired of it.

Serena crossed to Kate. Stood close. Close enough that Kate could smell her perfume. Something floral, expensive, faintly sharp. Her fingers found the top button of Kate’s blouse. She undid it slowly. Then the next.

She pushed Kate’s blouse open. Slid it off her shoulders. Her hands were cool and precise. She unclasped Kate’s bra from behind, a quick practised movement, and let it fall. Kate stood bare from the waist up. Serena’s eyes moved over her breasts, her belly, the line of her collarbone.

“Lovely,” Serena said. Not to Kate. To the room. To herself.

Her hands came up to Kate’s breasts. Cupped them. Different from a man’s hands. Lighter, more deliberate, the fingers knowing exactly where to go because they’d mapped the same territory on their own body a thousand times. Serena’s thumbs circled Kate’s nipples and Kate drew a sharp breath.

Serena smiled. She reached for the buttons of her own blouse. Undid them without hurry, watching Kate watch her. The silk parted. No bra underneath. Her breasts were smaller than Kate’s, pale, the nipples dark and already hard.

She took Kate’s hand. Placed it on her breast.

Kate’s fingers closed around it. Soft. Warm. Strange. She’d never touched another woman like this. The skin was different from her own, somehow, even though it shouldn’t be. Serena’s breath quickened under her palm.

“There,” Serena said. “See? Nothing to be afraid of.”

Kate wasn’t afraid. She looked down at her own hand on another woman’s breast and waited for the awkwardness to arrive and it didn’t. It just was. A body under her hand. Serena watching her face for the reaction, finding whatever she needed to find there.

Serena leaned in and kissed her.

Kate had wondered about this. How it would be. Whether she’d pull back, whether her body would refuse what her mind had agreed to. Serena’s mouth was soft. Softer than any mouth Kate had kissed before. No stubble, no force, just warmth and the faint taste of gin and the gentle pressure of a woman who knew how to kiss another woman into opening up.

Kate opened up.

Serena pulled back from the kiss. Her hand stayed on Kate’s cheek. Her eyes were dark, appraising, pleased.

“Good,” she said.

Her hand moved to the back of Kate’s head. Drew her down gently. Kate understood. She lowered her mouth to Serena’s breast, closed her lips around the nipple, and sucked.

Serena’s chest expanded under Kate’s mouth. Her fingers tightened in Kate’s hair. Kate ran her tongue over the hard nub, tasting skin, feeling the small involuntary arch of Serena’s back. She’d done this a thousand times to herself, pressing and circling in the shower, knowing exactly what worked.

From this side, it was different. The feedback coming not from her own nerve endings but from the sounds Serena made, the way her chest pushed forward, wanting more.

Kate gave her more. Moved to the other breast. Serena’s hand held her there, patient, letting Kate explore. The softness of it. The way the nipple stiffened further under her tongue. Kate sucked harder, and Serena made a sound, low and approving, that Kate felt in her own stomach.

“Lovely,” Serena said again. Her voice had dropped. “You’re a natural.”

She looked past Kate to where Hugh sat on the edge of the bed. Kate followed her gaze. Hugh had leaned back on his hands, watching them with the settled attention of a man enjoying the opening act.

Serena’s hand moved to Kate’s shoulder. A gentle, downward pressure. “Kneel for me.”

Kate went down. Her knees found the carpet. Serena followed, sinking beside her, and they knelt together in front of Hugh. His trousers were tented, his hands resting on his thighs. He looked at his wife and then at Kate, and the corner of his mouth turned up.

Serena reached for his belt. Undid it with the fluency of long practice. Trousers, boxers, pulled down together. His cock stood thick and hard against his waist.

“Go on,” Serena said to Kate. “You know what to do with this.”

Familiar ground.

Kate leaned forward and took him in her mouth. The taste of a new man, salt and heat, the particular weight of him on her tongue. She settled into it, finding the shape of him, what made his breathing change, where to press.

Serena’s hand rested on the back of Kate’s neck. Not guiding. Approving. Her fingers trailed down Kate’s bare back, over her spine, light and slow.

“Good,” Serena murmured. “Deeper.”

Kate took him deeper. Hugh’s hand found the top of her head, fingers spreading through her hair. His hips stayed still. Controlled. He let Kate do the work, his breathing the only signal she needed.

Then Serena’s hand tightened on her neck and pulled her off.

Kate looked at her, mouth wet, a strand of spit connecting her lip to Hugh’s cock. Serena leaned in and licked it away. Her tongue at the corner of Kate’s mouth, brief and precise. Then she turned to Hugh and took him herself.

Kate watched. Inches away. Serena’s mouth on her husband’s cock, her cheeks hollowing, her eyes half-closed. The practised ease of a wife who knew every inch of him. Kate could hear the wet sounds, see the shine of saliva on his shaft, watch the muscles in Serena’s throat work as she took him deep.

Serena pulled off. Looked at Kate. Guided Hugh’s cock between them.

They shared him. Both mouths, both tongues, meeting along the length of him. Kate’s lips brushed Serena’s and neither of them pulled away. Hugh groaned above them. His hand found the back of each head, one in each palm, holding them together against him.

Serena’s hand moved to the back of Kate’s head. Gentle but certain. She eased Kate forward, down onto Hugh’s cock, past the point Kate had been going on her own. Kate’s throat opened. Her eyes watered. Serena held her there.

“All of it,” Serena said. “You can take all of it.”

Kate’s nose pressed against Hugh’s abdomen. She couldn’t breathe. Serena’s hand was firm on the back of her skull, holding her in place, and Kate stayed. Let her throat work around him. Let the tears run down her cheeks.

Serena released her. Kate pulled off gasping, spit everywhere, her chin wet. She looked up at Hugh. His jaw was tight, his chest rising and falling.

“Again,” Serena said.

Kate went back down. Deeper this time, faster, Serena’s hand guiding her into a rhythm that was Serena’s, not Kate’s. Pushed down, held, released. Pushed down, held, released. Kate’s mouth slack and wet, her throat accepting him over and over because Serena’s hand told her to.

“That’s it,” Serena murmured. Her other hand stroked Kate’s hair, tender and proprietary at the same time. “That’s a good girl.”

Serena pulled Kate off Hugh’s cock. Wiped Kate’s chin with her thumb. Then she guided them both back to him. Sharing him again. Kate on one side, Serena on the other, their mouths meeting along the length of him. Serena kissed Kate through it, wet and unhurried, the taste of Hugh between them. Their tongues found each other around the head of his cock and Kate heard herself moan. Serena’s hand came up to Kate’s breast, squeezing, her thumb rolling Kate’s nipple while they worked him together.

Hugh’s breathing was ragged now. His hand gripped the edge of the mattress.

Serena pulled back. Looked at Kate. Spit on her chin, lips swollen, her eyes bright and focused. “On the bed,” she said. “On your back.”

Kate stood. Her legs were unsteady. She climbed onto the bed, lay back. The ceiling was unfamiliar. A crack running from the light fitting to the corner. Someone else’s house, someone else’s bedroom. She was still in her skirt and knickers.

Not for long. Serena’s hands found the zip at Kate’s hip. Skirt, knickers, pulled down together and dropped to the floor. Kate was naked. Serena stood over her, looking down, taking her time.

Hugh had moved to a chair by the desk. Not Daniel’s chair. A second seat, angled differently. Two men watching from two corners of the room. Kate lay between them, bare, spread, waiting.

Serena undressed. The trousers, folded over a chair. She stepped out of her knickers and turned to the bag by the bedside table. Kate watched her from the bed, naked, waiting.

Serena pulled out a harness.

Kate’s breath stopped. Daniel hadn’t mentioned this. A couple, he’d said. A husband and wife who enjoyed using women together. He’d left the details to them, and this was a detail.

Serena glanced at her. Reading the reaction. Whatever she saw on Kate’s face must have satisfied her, because she stepped into the harness and pulled the straps tight with the efficiency of someone buckling a belt. The cock was thick, longer than Kate had expected, a deep purple silicone that curved slightly upward.

Kate looked across the room at Daniel. He was watching from the armchair, his legs crossed, his face calm. He’d known. Of course he’d known. He met her eyes and held them, and the look said everything it needed to say. Trust me. This is what I want to see.

Kate looked back at Serena. A woman’s body wearing a cock. Her small breasts above the harness, her narrow hips, the thing jutting out between her legs.

She lay back. Opened her knees.

Serena climbed onto the bed. Knelt between Kate’s thighs. Her hands pushed Kate’s knees wider apart.

“You’re soaking,” she said. Matter of fact. She ran two fingers through Kate’s cunt, spreading the wetness, and Kate’s hips lifted off the bed. “All that from sucking my husband’s cock?”

Kate didn’t answer. Serena’s fingers were circling her clit, light and knowing, and the touch was different from a man’s. Precise. Patient. Just skill applied with the particular understanding of someone who owned the same equipment.

Serena lined up the cock. Pressed forward.

The stretch was slow. Kate gripped the sheets. The silicone was harder than flesh, less forgiving, and Serena fed it into her inch by inch with a control that no man Kate had been with had ever managed. She watched Kate’s face the whole time. Adjusting the angle, the speed, reading every flicker.

“Breathe,” Serena said.

Kate breathed. Serena slid deeper. The curve of the cock pressed hard against Kate’s front wall. Kate’s back arched off the bed. A sound came out of her that she couldn’t control.

Serena smiled. She rolled her hips again, same angle, same depth, and Kate made the same sound. Serena’s eyes were fixed on her face, drinking it in. Watching a straight woman come undone on her cock.

The rhythm was nothing like a man’s. Serena fucked Kate the way she did everything else. With precision, with attention, with the calm authority of someone performing a skill she’d perfected. Her hips rolled in a steady wave, driving the cock deep, withdrawing slowly, driving deep again.

Kate’s hands found Serena’s arms. Gripped them. Serena’s skin was smooth under her fingers, the muscles working beneath it. Above her, Serena’s breasts moved with each thrust, small and firm. Kate reached up and took one in her hand because she wanted to. Serena’s eyes darkened.

Kate moaned. Her legs wrapped around Serena’s waist, heels digging into the back of the harness. Serena watched her face, reading it, and whatever she saw there changed something. The precision didn’t go away, but the patience did. Serena’s hips snapped forward harder. Faster. Her hand found Kate’s throat and pressed, not squeezing, just holding, pinning Kate to the mattress while she fucked her.

“You love this,” Serena said. Not a question. Her face was flushed now, her breathing quick, a sheen of sweat across her collarbones. She was getting off on this. Not from the friction of the harness but from Kate. From the sounds Kate was making, the way Kate’s body responded to her, the power of reducing another woman to this.

Her hand tightened on Kate’s throat. She drove the cock deep and held it there, grinding, watching Kate squirm.

“Daniel said you were a natural submissive.” Serena’s voice had dropped. Rougher now. Less polished. “He undersold you.”

She released Kate’s throat. Pulled out.

“Turn over,” she said. “On all fours.”

Kate obeyed. Hands and knees, her back arched, her arse raised. Serena was behind her immediately, lining up, pushing back inside.

The angle was different. Deeper. The curve of the cock pressing hard against her front wall with every stroke. Serena draped herself over Kate’s back, her small breasts pressed against Kate’s shoulder blades, her mouth at Kate’s ear. Her hands reached underneath and found Kate’s breasts, hanging heavy beneath her.

“I saw these in the pictures,” Serena said. She cupped them, squeezed them, weighed them in her palms. “You lucky girls with big, round tits.” Her fingers found Kate’s nipple and pinched—hard. Kate’s mouth fell open. Serena twisted, and Kate cried out, her arms nearly buckling.

Serena straightened up. Her hand cracked across Kate’s arse. The sound sharp in the quiet room. Kate gasped. Another slap, harder, on the other cheek. Serena’s hand smoothing over the sting, then slapping again.

“A straight woman,” Serena said, her hips driving forward. “Letting another woman fuck her like this.” Another slap. Kate’s skin burned. “Getting wet for it. Getting loud for it.” Serena fisted Kate’s hair and pulled her head back. “What does that make you?”

Kate couldn’t answer. Could barely breathe. Serena was fucking her hard now, the bed shaking, her grip in Kate’s hair relentless. The composed Cheltenham wife was gone. In her place, something that had been waiting behind the silk blouse and the gin and tonic all evening. Something that got off on exactly this. A straight woman on all fours, surrendering to her, taking her cock, letting herself be spanked and pinched and used because a man in a chair had decided she would.

Kate came. Her body clenched around the silicone, her arms giving out, her face dropping to the mattress.

Serena didn’t stop. Kept fucking her through it, kept pulling her hair, kept the rhythm steady until Kate was shaking and making sounds she’d never heard from herself.

Serena slowed. Stopped. Stayed inside her. Bent down, her breasts against Kate’s back, her lips against Kate’s ear. “Good girl,” she whispered.

Serena pulled out slowly. Kate felt the emptiness, her cunt still pulsing around nothing.

“Turn around,” Serena said.

Kate turned. On her knees, face-to-face with the cock. It glistened with her own wetness. Serena stood at the edge of the bed, the harness at Kate’s eye level, and waited.

Kate opened her mouth. She took the silicone cock between her lips and tasted herself.

Serena’s hand found the back of her head, holding her there, making her take it deep. Cleaning it. Kate sucked obediently, her tongue working over the ridges, her eyes on Serena’s face above her.

Serena watched her with a look that was almost tender. Almost.

“Every drop,” she said.

Kate cleaned every inch. When she pulled off, the cock was shining with her spit instead of her wetness, and Serena nodded once, satisfied.

Serena unbuckled the harness. Stepped out of it. Set it aside.

She was naked now. Fully naked, for the first time. Narrow hips, a small, neat triangle of dark hair between her legs. She climbed onto the bed and lay back against the pillows, her knees falling open.

She looked at Kate.

“Don’t be a selfish little slut,” she said. “I made you come, after all.”

Kate looked at what was in front of her. A woman’s pussy, up close. Pink, wet, the lips slightly parted. She’d never been this close to another woman’s body. She knew the geography from the inside, from her own hands, her own fingers. But from this angle everything was rearranged.

She lowered her mouth.

The taste was different from what she’d expected. Sharper than her own. Warmer. Serena’s thighs tensed against Kate’s cheeks as her tongue made contact. Kate started where she’d start on herself. The clit. A slow circle. Testing.

Serena’s hand found the back of her head.

“Lower,” she said. “Start lower.”

Kate adjusted. Dragged her tongue down, through the wetness, tasting her properly. Serena’s hips shifted. A small sound escaped her. Kate did it again. And again. Learning from the responses. The way Serena’s body moved toward her mouth or away from it. The way her fingers tightened or loosened in Kate’s hair.

“Faster,” Serena said. “On my clit. Now.”

Kate obeyed. Her tongue found the spot and worked it, quick and focused, the way she touched herself when she was close and impatient. Serena’s thighs clamped against her ears. Her hips rocked upward into Kate’s mouth.

Behind her, Kate heard movement. Hugh, standing from his chair. His hand on her hip. Kate kept her mouth on Serena, kept working, as Hugh’s fingers traced between her legs from behind. Finding her soaking, open, still swollen from the strap-on.

He entered her from behind. One long, deep thrust that pushed Kate’s face harder into Serena’s pussy.

Kate moaned against Serena. The vibration made Serena’s hips buck. Hugh’s hands gripped Kate’s waist, holding her steady as he started to move. Long, unhurried strokes. He fucked the way he talked—confident, easy, no need to prove anything.

Kate was pinned between them. Her mouth on Serena, Hugh’s cock filling her from behind. Used at both ends. The configuration she knew, rearranged. A woman’s hands in her hair instead of a man’s. A woman’s thighs against her cheeks. A woman’s voice above her, telling her what to do.

“Harder,” Serena said. “Use your tongue. Flatten it.”

Kate flattened her tongue against Serena’s clit and pressed. Serena’s back arched off the pillows. Her hand tightened in Kate’s hair, grinding Kate’s face into her.

Hugh found his rhythm. Deeper now, each thrust rocking Kate forward into Serena. The three of them moving together, connected, the pace set by Hugh’s hips and answered by Serena’s hands pulling Kate’s mouth where she needed it.

Kate couldn’t think. Her mouth was full of Serena, her body full of Hugh, and she was somewhere between them, dissolved, reduced to the points of contact. Tongue, lips, the stretch of him inside her, the ache in her jaw, the wetness on her chin.

Serena’s breathing changed. Shorter. Sharper. Her thighs were shaking against Kate’s face. Her fingers twisted in Kate’s hair.

“Don’t stop,” Serena said. The composure was cracking. Her hips were moving faster now, grinding against Kate’s mouth, chasing it. “Don’t you dare stop.”

Kate didn’t stop. She worked her tongue, fast and flat and relentless, and Serena came with a sound that was almost a shout, her thighs clamping around Kate’s head, her body curling forward off the pillows. Kate kept going, kept licking, until Serena’s hand pushed her away.

Hugh hadn’t slowed. If anything, listening to his wife come on another woman’s mouth had driven something loose in him. His hands dug into Kate’s hips. His thrusts went harder, faster, the careful control burning off.

Kate’s face was pressed against Serena’s thigh. Wet, gasping, her mouth slack. Serena was still trembling, one hand resting on Kate’s head, stroking her hair with the absent tenderness of someone coming down.

Hugh pulled Kate’s hips higher. Changed the angle. Kate’s fingers gripped the sheets near Serena’s leg, and she felt it building again. Different from the strap-on. A man’s cock, thick, and real, and hot inside her, the weight of him behind every thrust. Her body knew this. Had learned to crave it. The familiar fullness, the stretch, the helpless rocking forward with each stroke.

“She’s close,” Serena said. She could see Kate’s face. Could read it. Her hand moved from Kate’s hair to her cheek, cupping it, tilting her face up. Making Kate look at her while Hugh fucked her. “Let me see it.”

Kate looked up at Serena. Serena looked down at her. The woman who had just come on Kate’s tongue, watching Kate get fucked by her husband with dark, satisfied eyes.

Hugh slammed into her. Kate’s orgasm hit like a door kicked open. She cried out against Serena’s thigh, her whole body convulsing, her cunt squeezing Hugh so tight he groaned behind her. Serena held Kate’s face, watched every second of it, her thumb wiping the tears from Kate’s cheek.

Hugh lasted three more strokes. He buried himself deep, his fingers bruising Kate’s hips, and came with a low, guttural sound that filled the room. Kate felt the heat of it inside her. Felt his cock pulse. Felt his weight sag forward over her back as his body gave out.

The room went still. Three of them breathing. Kate’s face against Serena’s thigh. Hugh draped over Kate’s back. Serena’s hand still on Kate’s cheek.

From the armchair came the creak of Daniel shifting his weight.

Then nobody moved for a long time. The party was still going somewhere beyond the door. Muffled laughter. Music. The ordinary sounds of a Saturday night.

Hugh pulled out. Kissed the small of Kate’s back. A surprising gesture, gentle and brief, and then he was standing, reaching for his clothes.

Serena sat up against the pillows. She looked at Kate, still facedown, still trembling. Ran a hand down her spine. “You did beautifully,” she said.

Kate turned her head. Found Serena’s face. The silk blouse wife from Cheltenham, naked and flushed and smiling at her with genuine warmth. Kate smiled back. Her face was a mess. Mascara, spit, Serena’s wetness still on her chin.

“Thank you,” Kate said. Her voice was wrecked.

Serena leaned down and kissed her. Soft. Tasting herself on Kate’s mouth.

Hugh was dressed. He crossed to Daniel’s chair, shook his hand. A quiet exchange Kate couldn’t hear. Then he collected Serena’s clothes from the chair, brought them to the bed, set them beside her. The small choreography of a married couple reassembling themselves.

Serena dressed. Quickly, efficiently. The silk blouse buttoned, the trousers smoothed. She looked like herself again. Like someone you’d meet at a charity lunch and never suspect.

She touched Kate’s shoulder on her way out. “Come find us later, if you’d like. We’ll be around.”

The door closed.

Kate lay on the bed. Naked, used, her body still pulsing. She turned her head and looked at Daniel.

He was sitting in the armchair. His legs crossed. His trousers visibly strained. He hadn’t touched himself the entire time. Hadn’t moved except to shift for a better view. His face was flushed, his jaw tight, his eyes bright.

He stood. Crossed the room. His belt was already undone by the time he reached the bed. Trousers, boxers shoved down. He was harder than Kate had ever seen him. The control that had kept him in that chair all evening was gone.

He didn’t speak. Didn’t position her. Just climbed onto the bed, pushed her legs apart, and drove into her.

Kate cried out. She was swollen, oversensitive, full of Hugh’s cum, and Daniel fucked her through all of it. Hard. Fast. His hands gripping the sheets either side of her head, his face inches from hers.

“Mine,” he said. “All of that, and you’re still mine.”

Kate wrapped her arms around him. Pulled him closer. He buried his face in her neck and fucked her like he’d been holding his breath for an hour and could finally exhale.

He didn’t last long. Kate didn’t need him to. She felt him tense, heard the ragged groan against her throat, felt him come inside her where Hugh had come minutes ago. Everything mixing together. His, and theirs, and hers.

Daniel collapsed onto her. His weight pressing her into the mattress. His breathing ragged against her neck.

Kate held him. Stroked his hair. The room was quiet.

“Let’s go home,” she said.




Chapter Four

Kate leaned against the lectern and watched the room pack up. She’d spent the last hour on Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, the slow unravelling of Emma’s marriage, the affairs that promised everything and delivered ruin. Laptops closing, bags being slung over shoulders, the rustle of coats.

“Before you go,” she said. “Remember the essay is due a week on Friday. Not the Friday after. Not the Monday. Friday.”

A few nods. Most of them were already half out of their seats.

A hand went up in the second row. A girl with short hair and a nose ring who’d been quiet most of the term but had started contributing in the last few weeks.

“Dr Morrison, I had a question about the reading.”

Kate gestured for her to go on.

“It’s about Emma. Why does Flaubert choose to punish her so harshly? Rodolphe drops her, Léon gets bored, and they both just carry on with their lives. She’s the one who dies. She’s the one who suffers. The men get away with everything.”

Kate considered this. It was a good question. The standard answer involved Flaubert’s irony, the social mechanics of nineteenth-century France, the distinction between the author’s sympathy and society’s judgement. She could give that answer in her sleep.

“You’re right that the consequences fall disproportionately on Emma,” Kate said. “But it’s worth remembering that Flaubert was writing about a world where a woman’s desire was essentially criminal. The desire itself, not just acting on it. We’re rather luckier now.” She paused, smiled. “Women’s desires are more broadly accepted. Not perfectly, of course. But it’s far easier now for a woman to carve out her own circumstances for pleasure.”

The girl looked at her not quite incredulously, but close. “Not nearly as easy as it is for men.”

“That is the case. But Flaubert’s Emma didn’t have any true support or understanding. The men were happy to take advantage of her wanting, but they saw opportunity, not partnership. Women’s desire being more socially accepted has opened space for men to be supportive of it rather than mere beneficiaries.” She chuckled to herself. “What is it the Americans say? ‘Teamwork makes the dreamwork?’”

The girl’s face went blank. Several students in the front row exchanged glances. Kate heard the phrase hang in the air of the lecture hall and wished, briefly, for the floor to open.

She straightened her notes on the lectern. “Right. I really must be off. Friday. The essay.”

She gathered her things quickly.

The girl with the nose ring was writing something down. Kate hoped it wasn’t “teamwork makes the dreamwork.”

The corridor was busy. Students between lectures, the usual traffic. Kate walked with her bag over her shoulder, heading toward the stairs.

Harriet was coming the other way. They nearly passed each other without stopping. Kate nodded, the automatic greeting of colleagues whose paths cross several times a day.

But Harriet slowed. Her mouth opened, closed. Her hand came up as if to touch Kate’s arm, then dropped back to her side. She was holding a stack of essays against her chest, the way Margaret held her folders. A shield.

“Kate,” she said. Then nothing.

“Everything all right?” Kate asked.

Harriet looked at her, something working behind her eyes. Then she smiled, tight and brief. “Yes. Sorry. Lost my train of thought. I’ll catch you later.”

She walked on.

Kate watched her go for a moment. The precise footsteps, the straight back. Something off about the rhythm of it. Then a student called her name, and she turned away.

Kate pushed open the door to the staff toilet. The same door. The same fluorescent flicker, the same cracked tile by the sink. She didn’t think about it anymore. The history of this room had become just that. History. A starting point she’d long since left behind.

She used the end stall. Was sitting there, checking her phone, when the outer door opened. Heels on tile. The tap running briefly. Then stopping. Then nothing. No stall door opening, no hand dryer. Just someone standing in the bathroom, waiting.

Kate flushed. Unlatched the stall door.

Harriet was at the mirror. Not checking her hair. Not washing her hands. Simply standing there, her bag clutched to her chest, her eyes fixed on Kate’s reflection as the stall door swung open.

“Kate.” Her voice was different. Lower. Careful. “Could we speak for a moment?”

Kate crossed to the sink and started washing her hands. “Of course,” she said.

Harriet bent down. Checked under each stall, one by one, her hand on the partition wall for balance. When she straightened up, her face was flushed. They were alone.

Kate dried her hands. Waited.

Harriet met her eyes in the mirror. Her jaw was set, the tendons visible in her neck. She looked like a woman about to step off a diving board.

“I was there,” Harriet said. “Saturday. At Lisa’s.”

Kate’s hands stopped moving.

The masked woman. The sparkling water held with both hands. The straight back, the ankles close together. The careful attention of someone taking notes.

“I saw you go into the room,” Harriet said. “With that couple. And your husband.”

Kate’s face didn’t move. Twenty years of lecturing had given her that—the ability to absorb information without showing it.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

Harriet didn’t flinch. “It’s all right. I was there, too.” She swallowed, her grip on the bag strap tightening. “I know it’s not done—talking about it. I know there are rules. But I’m …” She stopped then started again. “I’m having a bit of a crisis, Kate. And I’ve got no one to talk to.”

The fluorescent light hummed above them. Kate looked at Harriet. Really looked at her, perhaps for the first time. The careful makeup, the neat blouse buttoned to the collar, the pearl studs. Everything in place. Everything held tight. Except her eyes, which were wide, and bright, and barely holding.

Kate recognised something in that look. She’d seen it in her own mirror, months ago. The woman who’d heard something through a partition wall and couldn’t put it back.

“How long have you been going?” Kate asked.

“Saturday was my first time.” Harriet’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I wore a mask. I didn’t speak to anyone. I just watched.”

Kate leaned against the sink. Crossed her arms. The professional distance she’d reflexively put up was dissolving, and she could feel it going, and she let it.

“What did you see?” Kate asked. Not unkindly.

Harriet’s mouth opened, but then the outer door swung open. A student walked in, earbuds trailing, barely glancing at them. She disappeared into the middle stall. The lock scraped shut.

Kate looked at Harriet. Harriet looked at Kate.

“I’ve got a lecture at two,” Kate said. “Are you free at half three?”

Harriet nodded.

“The café on George Street. The one with the blue awning.”

Harriet nodded again.

Kate picked up her bag, held the door for a moment, and walked out into the corridor.




Chapter Five

The café on George Street was half-empty. A woman with a pushchair by the window, two sixth-formers sharing a laptop, an elderly man reading the paper over a pot of tea. Kate sat at a table near the back, away from the window, and ordered a pot of Earl Grey for two.

She checked her phone. Nothing from Daniel. Nothing from Harriet. It was twenty-five past three.

The door opened at half past exactly. Harriet came in with her coat still buttoned, her bag over her shoulder, and a look on her face like someone arriving at a dentist’s appointment. She spotted Kate, crossed the café, sat down.

“I ordered tea,” Kate said. “Earl Grey. I hope that’s all right.”

“Fine. Thank you.” Harriet set her bag on the floor beside her chair. Adjusted it. Moved it to the other side. Put her hands on the table, then in her lap.

Kate poured. Harriet took her cup with both hands, the way she held everything. Both hands, fingers wrapped around, holding on.

“Right,” Kate said. “Here we are.”

“Here we are.” Harriet looked at her tea. “I want to apologise. For ambushing you in the toilets. That was appalling behaviour.”

“It wasn’t appalling.”

“It was at least moderately appalling. I practised several versions in the corridor beforehand, and they were all worse.”

Kate almost smiled. She hadn’t expected humour from Harriet. But it was there, dry and buried, the way certain very controlled people kept their wit locked behind formality until the pressure forced it through.

“How long has this been on your mind?” Kate asked.

Harriet turned her cup on the saucer. One precise rotation. “Since Saturday. Though in a broader sense, rather longer than that.”

“Tell me.”

“You knew my husband. Christopher.”

Kate nodded. She’d met him once at a department Christmas drinks. Tall, polite, the sort of man who asked thoughtful questions and remembered the answers. “I remember him.”

“He was a good man. He is a good man. The divorce wasn’t …” Harriet paused. “There was no cruelty. No affair. No dramatic incident. We just stopped being able to reach each other. Or I stopped being able to tell him what I needed, and he stopped being able to hear me try.”

The coffee machine hissed. The woman with the pushchair was trying to manoeuvre toward the door. Kate waited.

“I wanted things I couldn’t name,” Harriet said. “Not clearly. Not in a way he could act on. I’d try to bring it up, and the words would just … fail. And he’d look at me with such patience, and I’d feel worse for not being able to explain.” She picked up her teaspoon. Put it down. “The marriage ended with a sigh, really. Three years ago.”

“And since then?”

“Since then, I’ve been reading. Websites. Forums. Trying to understand what it was I wanted.” Harriet looked at her tea. “I found Lisa’s group through an online forum. Messaged her. She was very kind about it, actually. We spoke on the phone twice before she said I could come along.” Harriet’s mouth twitched. “I think she could tell I was terrified. She said I could wear a mask if I wanted to. That some people do, the first time.”

“Some people do,” Kate said.

“So, I went. And I wore the mask. And I didn’t speak to anyone. Just stood there with my sparkling water and watched.”

Kate could see her. The woman by the kitchen doorway. The straight back, the ankles together. Taking notes.

“And then I saw you,” Harriet said. She looked up. “You walked through that room like you belonged there. Like it was the most natural thing in the world. And then you went into that room with your husband and that couple, and you looked …” She stopped. “You looked so free.”

The word hung between them. Free. Kate remembered the first time she’d used that word. The canal towpath with Daniel, the heron on the opposite bank. Trying to explain what she’d heard in a girl’s voice through a toilet partition. Not degradation. Freedom.

“It wasn’t always like that,” Kate said.

Harriet looked at her. Waiting.

Kate picked up her cup. Drank. Set it down. She weighed how much to give. This was a colleague. A woman she’d barely spoken to beyond timetabling. But the look on Harriet’s face was one Kate knew from the inside.

“What changed?”

“I told Daniel,” Kate said. “I’d been carrying it around for a week, barely sleeping. And, one evening, I just told him. All of it. What I’d heard, what I’d felt, what I wanted.” She poured more tea. “He didn’t flinch. He was curious. We went to one of Lisa’s events, met some people, and it grew from there. Daniel was with me every step of the way.”

Harriet was watching her with the focused attention she gave to essays that needed careful marking. “And he’s supportive of all this?”

“Quite a bit more than supportive.” Kate smiled. “Daniel enjoys watching. Everything.”

Harriet blinked. “He doesn’t feel … weakened by that?”

“Quite the contrary.” Kate paused. She’d never described this to someone. The words needed choosing. “He chooses what I’m to do. He arranges things. And then he gives me away to people.” She looked at Harriet steadily. “To use me.”

Harriet’s cup was frozen halfway to her mouth. She set it down carefully. “Good heavens,” she said. “The perfect marriage.”

Kate laughed. A real laugh, surprised out of her. “I don’t know about that. But yes, I suppose it’s very fortunate that we discovered this together.”

The café carried on around them. The elderly man folded his newspaper. The sixth-formers were leaving, jackets on, laptop tucked under an arm. Ordinary Tuesday afternoon in Bath.

“I don’t have a Daniel,” Harriet said.

Kate looked at her tea. She’d thought about it, of course. What it would be like to share Daniel with another woman. If she were the one watching from the chair. Her academic side said it was only fair. Equitable. And equity should be a goal. Another part of her disliked the idea. But when she sat with it—really sat with it—choosing to do it felt more like walking through a frightening door than off a cliff.

She wasn’t ready to say any of that. Not here, not yet. Not before she’d spoken to Daniel.

“Harriet,” she said, “if I may ask, what specifically did you see at the party that appealed to you?”

Harriet’s cheeks went pink. She looked down at her cup then back up, and something that was almost a smile crossed her face. “Well, the sharing, of course. The freedom of it all. It’s been a long while since I’ve had”—she dropped her voice—“sex.” The word came out like something smuggled through customs. “But also, I saw you go into that room with another woman. And that was”—she paused—“exciting.”

Kate set down her cup. “Harriet, I apologise for being direct, but do you suppose you might be a lesbian?”

“Oh, no. No, no.” Harriet shook her head. “Of course, I have nothing against them. I just … I can assure you, I am quite fond of men. I just …” She smoothed the napkin on her lap. “I am also fond of the idea of expanding my horizons.”

“Interesting,” Kate said. “For what it’s worth, I found it to be an enjoyable experience. But I wouldn’t have even been interested if Daniel hadn’t been there, enjoying the view.”

Harriet stared at her. “God,” she said, “you’re bragging.”

“I didn’t mean to.” Kate smiled. “Harriet, I’m happy you chose to talk to me. At the very least, the next time you go to a party, you can come with Daniel and me.”

Harriet looked at her. The tightly wound woman from the faculty lounge was still there. The red pen, the crossed ankles, the precise corrections. But something behind her eyes had loosened. Just slightly. Just enough.

“Thank you,” she said. “If nothing else, I feel less alone now.”

They finished their tea. Split the bill. Stood on George Street in the late afternoon light, the shops closing, the traffic thinning. Harriet buttoned her coat. Adjusted her bag. Then she turned and walked toward the car park, her heels precise on the pavement, her back straight.

***

Daniel was at the hob when she got home. Onions in a pan, a glass of red on the counter. Sophie was at a friend’s. Oliver at rugby.

“How was your day?” he asked.

Kate set her bag down. Poured herself a glass from the open bottle. “Something happened.”

Daniel glanced at her. She didn’t usually lead with that. He turned down the heat.

Kate told him. The bathroom. Harriet checking under the stalls. The café on George Street, the Earl Grey, the two women talking over a table while an elderly man read the paper three feet away. Harriet’s divorce. Christopher, the good man who couldn’t hear what she was trying to say. The mask. The sparkling water. The straight back and the careful attention.

“She saw us go into the room,” Kate said, “with Serena and Hugh.”

Daniel stirred the pan. “What did she say?”

“She said I looked free.”

Daniel was quiet for a moment. He added garlic. The kitchen filled with the smell of it. “And what does she want?”

“I’m not sure she knows. She’s been reading about it for years. Websites, forums. But Saturday was her first time actually being in a room with any of it.” Kate took a sip of wine. “I told her she could come with us next time.”

Daniel nodded. “That seems reasonable.”

“She said something else,” Kate said, “at the end. She said, ‘I don’t have a Daniel.’”

Daniel’s hand paused on the wooden spoon. He looked at her.

“And I suppose I was thinking,” Kate turned her glass on the table. “What if I lent her mine?”

Daniel turned back to the pan. Stirred. Turned back to her. “Pardon?”

“You heard me.”

“I did hear you. I’m just giving myself a moment.”

Kate waited. She watched him process it the way he processed everything. The information going in, being sorted, examined. But there was something else happening, too. Something less orderly. She could see it in the way he gripped the spoon, the way he looked at the pan without seeing it.

“Daniel,” she said. “You always watch. That’s been your role. You arrange things, you choose people, you sit in the chair. And I’ve had … well, perhaps as many partners in the last few months as I’d had in my whole life before meeting you. You’ve had none.”

“I’ve had you,” he said.

“You know what I mean.”

Daniel set the spoon down. Leaned against the counter. He crossed his arms, uncrossed them, picked up his wine. Put it down without drinking.

“How do you feel about that?” Kate asked. “Honestly.”

He was quiet for a long time. The onions sizzled. Kate watched him turn it over, the way she’d watched him turn over every new development in the last six months. But this was different. This wasn’t him deciding what to do with her. This was him being asked what he wanted for himself, and she could see how unfamiliar the question was.

“I enjoy what we do,” he said. “I’m the one who decides how others …” He stopped. Started again. “I’ve thought about it. Of course I have. But what we have is good, and it’s still, at times, fragile. I didn’t want to push things in a direction that might …”

“Break it?”

“Complicate it.”

Kate smiled. She could see what was happening. Her husband, who had calmly arranged for strangers to fuck his wife, who had sat in a chair and watched men come on her face, who had whispered filth in her ear while another man’s cock was inside her, could not quite bring himself to say that he would like to have sex with someone else. The architecture of what they’d built had given him a role, and admitting he wanted something outside that role felt like pulling at a load-bearing wall.

“So,” Kate said, “you would enjoy it? Being with another woman?”

Daniel looked at her. She didn’t need an answer. She knew how he got when he was aroused. She’d seen his face in every chair he’d sat in. But she waited.

He picked up his wine. Drank. Set it down. “Yes,” he said.

The word sat between them. Simple. Ordinary. A man admitting he’d like to sleep with someone other than his wife. Marriages had ended over less. Theirs had just spent six months doing things that would make a divorce lawyer’s head spin, and yet this one syllable had cost him more than any of it.

Kate reached across the table and took his hand. “It could be a bit of a threesome,” she said. “Like what I did with Serena and Hugh. You and me. And her.”

Daniel looked at their hands. Then at her. The corner of his mouth moved. “I feel like I’d have a hard time containing myself if you were wearing a strap-on.”

Kate laughed. Properly laughed, her wine nearly going up her nose. “I don’t know that I’m ready for all that.” She wiped her eyes. “But also, maybe.”

Daniel squeezed her hand. The onions were starting to burn. He turned back to the hob, tried to rescue them. The kitchen settled back into its ordinary rhythms. Cooking. Wine. A Tuesday evening.

But the shape of something was there now. Between them, unfinished, waiting to be picked up again. Not tonight. Not yet. Just the knowledge that she’d offered, he’d said yes, and neither of them had fallen off a cliff.

“The onions are done for,” Daniel said.

“Takeaway?”

“Takeaway.”

Kate pulled out her phone. Daniel leaned against the counter with his wine. They ordered from the Thai place on Walcot Street, the one that always forgot the prawn crackers, and the evening continued around them, ordinary and extraordinary, the way their evenings did now.




Chapter Six

The doorbell rang at half seven. Kate was in the kitchen, wiping down a counter that was already clean. Daniel was in the living room with a glass of red, reading something on his phone that he wasn’t actually reading.

“I’ll get it,” Kate said.

Harriet stood on the doorstep in a coat Kate had never seen before. Dark blue, belted, new-looking. She’d done something different with her hair. It was down, past her shoulders, instead of the usual clip. She was holding a bottle of wine with both hands.

“I brought Sancerre,” she said. “I didn’t know what to bring. The internet suggested wine or flowers, and flowers seemed a bit funeral.”

“Sancerre is perfect.” Kate took the bottle, stepped aside. “Come in.”

Harriet came in. She stood in the hallway and looked around the way people do when they’re in a colleague’s house for the first time. The coat hooks. Oliver’s trainers by the radiator. Sophie’s A-level revision cards scattered on the stairs. A family home. The place where Kate Morrison lived her normal life, cooked dinners, helped with homework, and was also, apparently, fucked by strangers while her husband watched.

“The children are out,” Kate said, because it seemed like the thing to address immediately.

“Good,” Harriet said. “I mean, yes, of course.”

Kate led her through to the living room. Daniel stood when they came in. He shook Harriet’s hand, which struck Kate as absurd and also entirely Daniel. He poured her a glass of the Sancerre. Harriet took it with both hands. The way she held everything.

They sat. Kate and Daniel on the sofa, Harriet in the armchair. The same armchair Daniel had sat in countless times with a book and a glass of wine. The same room where Sophie watched television and Oliver played something loud on his phone. Ordinary furniture, ordinary light, and three adults drinking wine and pretending this was a normal Tuesday evening.

Kate and Harriet had talked during the week. Twice on the phone, once over coffee in Kate’s office with the door shut. They’d covered the practical things: what Harriet was comfortable with, what she wasn’t sure about, what was off the table entirely. The list of things off the table had been short. Harriet had surprised her.

So, now, sitting in the living room with the Sancerre, there was nothing left to negotiate. Just the gap between knowing what was going to happen and actually doing it.

“How was your day?” Daniel asked.

“I taught a seminar on the Romantics,” Harriet said. “Keats. I don’t think anyone had done the reading.” She took a sip of wine. A proper sip, not a nervous one. “Then I came home and tried on four different outfits and nearly rang Kate to cancel.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” Daniel said.

“So am I. Though the fourth outfit was quite nice. I may have wasted it.”

Kate watched them. Daniel being Daniel. Warm, steady, putting people at ease. Harriet’s shoulders were dropping. Her grip on the glass loosening.

Kate let it go on for a few minutes. The small talk. Daniel asking about Harriet’s research. Harriet asking about his work. Two people circling each other in the way that polite British adults did when they all knew why they were in the room but nobody wanted to be the one to say it.

Kate finished her wine. Set the glass on the coffee table. “Shall we go upstairs?” she asked.

Harriet’s glass stopped moving.

Daniel looked at Kate. A small nod.

“Yes,” Harriet said, “I think we should.”

The stairs. Kate first, then Harriet, then Daniel. The bedroom door was open.

Kate had changed the sheets that afternoon, tidied the bedside tables, moved the framed photo of Sophie’s school play to the chest of drawers. The room looked the way it always looked. The John Lewis duvet. The water stain on the ceiling she’d never sorted out.

Harriet stood just inside the door. Taking it in. Kate could see her registering the details. The bedside books. Daniel’s reading glasses. The ordinary intimacy of a married couple’s bedroom.

Kate closed the door. The three of them in the bedroom. The muffled sound of the street outside. A car passing. Someone’s dog barking.

Harriet stood by the dresser, her wine glass held against her chest. Kate crossed to her. Took the glass from her hand. Set it down.

“You’re shaking,” Kate said.

“A bit.”

Kate reached for the top button of Harriet’s blouse. Harriet’s breath caught, but she didn’t move. Kate undid it. Then the next, slowly, watching Harriet’s face as she went. The way Serena had watched hers.

The blouse came open. Underneath, a bra Kate had never imagined Harriet owning. Cream lace, delicate, the kind of thing you buy for an occasion.

“That’s lovely,” Kate said.

“I bought it yesterday.” Harriet’s voice was small. “I went to three shops.”

Kate smiled. She pushed the blouse off Harriet’s shoulders. Let it fall behind her. Her hands went to the clasp of the bra, and she hesitated, just for a second, then unhooked it. Harriet’s breasts were fuller than she’d expected. Pale, the nipples pink, goosebumps rising across her skin.

Harriet stood there. Half-undressed in their bedroom. The colleague who corrected grammar in emails and marked in red pen and sat with her ankles crossed. Her hands were at her sides, her chin slightly lifted, her breathing quick.

Kate looked at Daniel. He was leaning against the wall by the door, arms crossed, watching. The same posture he’d held in every hotel room, every party bedroom, every chair. Watching. Always watching.

Something flickered through Kate. Not quite annoyance. But close. She looked at him with a firmness that surprised her.

Daniel smiled. He understood.

He pushed off the wall. Crossed the room. Took Harriet’s hand.

“I’m a bit nervous, too,” he said.

Harriet looked up at him. The tension in her shoulders eased. A real smile, the first of the evening, broke across her face. “Thank God,” she said. “I thought it was just me.”

Daniel leaned down and kissed her. Soft. Careful. The way you kissed someone for the first time when you knew they need gentleness more than heat.

Harriet’s hand came up to his chest. Her fingers spread against his shirt.

Kate moved behind Harriet. Her hands found Harriet’s breasts, cupping them, feeling the weight and warmth of another woman’s body against her palms. Harriet made a small sound into Daniel’s mouth. Kate’s thumbs circled her nipples and Harriet arched back against her.

The three of them, standing in the bedroom. Daniel kissing Harriet. Kate pressed against her back, her hands on Harriet’s breasts, her chin resting on Harriet’s shoulder. She could see Daniel’s face, his eyes half-closed, his mouth on a woman who wasn’t his wife. Because his wife had told him it was all right to want this. Because his wife was right here, holding the woman against her, offering her up.

Kate squeezed Harriet’s nipples. Harriet gasped against Daniel’s lips.

“Good girl,” Kate said.

Harriet was smaller than her. Kate could feel it now, pressed against her back. Shorter by several inches, narrower in the shoulders, her frame almost birdlike beneath Kate’s hands. Kate’s breasts pushed against Harriet’s shoulder blades. Her arms wrapped easily around her. She could feel Harriet’s ribs expand with each breath, the delicacy of her, and something stirred in Kate that she hadn’t expected. A desire to grip harder. To squeeze. To pin this small, trembling woman down and make her do things.

She didn’t. Not yet. But the thought was there, and with it a strange flash of recognition. Is this how men feel with me? The awareness of being bigger, stronger. The need to calibrate. The urge to be rough held in check by the knowledge that you could actually hurt this person if you stopped paying attention.

Daniel pulled back from the kiss. Harriet’s lips were parted, her eyes glazed. He looked at Kate over Harriet’s shoulder.

Kate stepped back. Gave them room.

Daniel’s hands moved to Harriet’s skirt. He found the zip at the side, worked it down. The skirt pooled at her feet. His fingers traced along the waistband of her knickers, then lower, over the cream lace, cupping her through the fabric. Harriet’s eyes closed. She leaned into him, her forehead against his chest, and made a sound that was barely a sound. More a breath with something caught inside it.

He was gentle with her. Kate watched him be gentle and recognised it. The same care he’d shown Kate at the beginning, when everything had been new and neither of them had known how the other would break. His hands moving over Harriet’s body slowly, learning her. The dip of her waist, the curve of her hip. She was smaller than Kate. Finer-boned. His hands looked huge against her skin.

He slid her knickers down. Harriet stepped out of them. Naked now, in their bedroom, her clothes in a pile at her feet. She was slim, almost slight, her collarbones sharp, her belly flat. Kate was taller, broader, her breasts heavy where Harriet’s were modest. She could pick Harriet up, she realised. Could hold her down with one hand.

Daniel kissed Harriet’s neck. Her collarbone. Lower. He knelt in front of her and pressed his mouth to her belly, her hip, the crease of her thigh. Harriet’s hand found the back of his head. Her fingers wound into his hair.

Kate sat on the edge of the bed. Watching her husband kneel in front of another woman. His mouth on skin that wasn’t hers. His hands holding hips that weren’t hers.

She’d offered this. She’d wanted this. And now, watching it, she waited for the jealousy to arrive. It didn’t. What arrived instead was something closer to pride. Her husband, on his knees, making a woman tremble. Her husband, who she’d freed from the chair.

Daniel stood. He undressed without ceremony. Shirt, trousers, the folded-over-the-chair routine that Kate could have set a watch by. Harriet watched him the way Kate had watched Adrian the first time. Taking in the reality of a man’s body after imagining it. Daniel wasn’t built like Jay or Hugh. He was lean, ordinary, a forty-three-year-old solicitor who sometimes went running. But he was hard, and Harriet’s eyes went to his cock and stayed there.

Kate watched. Daniel’s hand between Harriet’s legs. Harriet’s back arching, her mouth open, her hand gripping his forearm. The sounds she made were quieter than Kate’s. Smaller. Little catches of breath, bitten-off whimpers.

“She’s shy,” Kate said.

Harriet’s eyes opened. Looked at Kate. Flushed, caught.

“Don’t be,” Kate said. And then, because the thought was already there and she couldn’t stop it … “I want to hear you.”

Harriet held Kate’s gaze. Daniel’s fingers kept moving. And when the next sound came out of Harriet, it was louder, fuller, given to the room because Kate had told her to.

Kate’s stomach tightened. She watched Daniel’s hand between Harriet’s legs, watched Harriet’s hips shift against the mattress, and a memory surfaced. Serena’s hand on the back of Kate’s head. The firm, certain pressure, pushing Kate down onto Hugh’s cock. The way Serena had controlled the rhythm, the depth. The way Kate had surrendered to it completely.

Kate wanted to do that. She really wanted to do that.

“Harriet,” she said, “get on your knees.”

Harriet looked at her. Daniel withdrew his hand. Harriet rolled over, slid off the bed, and knelt on the carpet. She looked up at Kate, then at Daniel, her face flushed, her breathing fast.

“Face him,” Kate said. “Take him in your mouth.”

Daniel moved to the edge of the bed. Harriet knelt between his legs. She took his cock in her hand, looked at it, and then lowered her mouth onto him.

Oh god, Kate thought, I’m like a bitchy head girl ordering about a transfer student.

The thought flooded her. Warmth blooming between her legs, sudden and fierce. She pressed her thighs together. She was still fully dressed, sitting at the foot of her own bed, watching her colleague suck her husband’s cock because she’d told her to, and the thing making her wet wasn’t the sight of them together. It was the control. The fact that Harriet was on her knees because Kate had put her there. That Harriet would do whatever Kate said, right now, without question.

Kate held onto the thought. Kept it. Let it settle into her like a key finding a lock.

Kate moved behind Harriet. Knelt. Her hands found Harriet’s breasts, small and warm, and she cupped them the way Serena had cupped hers. Harriet moaned around Daniel’s cock.

“Deeper,” Kate said. She put her hand on the back of Harriet’s head. Pressed. Felt Harriet’s throat open, felt the resistance and then the yielding. “That’s it. All the way.”

Harriet gagged. Kate held her there. One second. Two. Then released. Harriet pulled off gasping, spit on her chin, and Kate wiped it away with her thumb the way Serena had done to her.

“Again,” Kate said.

Harriet went back down. Kate’s hand guided her, setting the rhythm. Push down, hold, release. Push down, hold, release. She could feel Harriet surrendering to it. The tension in her shoulders dissolving, her jaw going slack, her body giving up its need to manage the situation and just doing what it was told.

Daniel’s head was back, his eyes half-closed. Kate watched his face. Her husband, getting his cock sucked by another woman, while his wife knelt behind that woman and controlled every movement of her head. He looked like a man who couldn’t quite believe his life.

Kate’s other hand slid down Harriet’s abdomen. Lower. Between her legs. Harriet was soaking. Kate’s fingers moved through the wetness and Harriet whimpered around Daniel’s cock.

“You’re drenched,” Kate said. Close to Harriet’s ear. Almost a whisper. “All this from being told what to do?”

Harriet couldn’t answer. Kate didn’t need her to. She slid two fingers inside, and Harriet’s whole body shuddered.

Kate kept her hand on the back of Harriet’s head and her fingers inside Harriet’s cunt, and she knelt there on her own bedroom carpet, fully clothed, orchestrating both of them at once, and the head girl smiled.

Kate pulled Harriet off Daniel’s cock. Guided her up onto the bed. Harriet climbed on, her limbs loose, her eyes glassy. Kate positioned her on her back, her head on the pillow, her legs apart. The John Lewis duvet bunched beneath her.

Kate looked at Daniel. Looked at Harriet, spread open on the bed, wet and trembling.

“She’s ready for you,” Kate said. She could hear the smile in her own voice. Something wicked in it that she didn’t bother to hide.

Daniel moved over Harriet. Settled between her legs. His hand brushed the hair from her face, and Kate watched him be tender with this woman the way he’d been tender with her for twenty years. Then he reached between them, positioned himself, and pushed inside.

Harriet’s mouth opened. No sound came out. Her eyes went wide then half-closed, her hands finding Daniel’s shoulders, her fingers digging in.

Daniel started to move. Slow. The way he always started. Careful, reading her, adjusting.

Kate sat on the edge of the bed. Her husband’s back, the muscles working as he thrust. Harriet’s legs wrapping around him. Her ankles crossing behind his lower back. The sounds of them together. Skin on skin. Harriet’s breathing, getting louder now, the way Kate had told her to.

She waited for the jealousy. For the possessiveness. For the small mean voice that would say, That’s mine. That body is mine. Those sounds are supposed to be for me.

It didn’t come. What came instead was the same warmth she’d felt when she’d told Harriet to get on her knees. Ownership. Not of Daniel, but of the situation. She had given Harriet to Daniel. She had put them together. Every sound Harriet made, every thrust of Daniel’s hips, existed because Kate had decided it would.

Kate moved up the bed. Sat beside Harriet’s head. Looked down at her.

Harriet’s face was flushed, her hair spread across the pillow, her mouth open with each thrust. Kate reached out and touched her cheek. Stroked it. Pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Harriet’s eyes found Kate’s face and held there, desperate, grateful, lost.

Kate leaned down and kissed her.

Not because she wanted to. Not because Harriet’s mouth drew her in. Because she could. Because Harriet was being fucked by Kate’s husband and Kate wanted to be in her mouth while it happened. Harriet kissed her back, messy and breathless, her moans swallowed between their lips.

Kate’s hand moved down. Over Harriet’s throat, her collarbone, her chest. She found Harriet’s breast and squeezed. Harriet arched into the touch. Kate rolled the nipple between her fingers, pinched, and Harriet gasped into Kate’s mouth.

Lower. Kate’s hand trailed over Harriet’s abdomen, which was trembling, the muscles jumping under her fingers. Lower still. Past her navel, over the soft skin below it, until her fingers found where Daniel was inside her.

Kate touched her there. Felt the slick stretch of Harriet’s opening around Daniel’s cock, the wet heat of them together. She pressed her fingers against the taut skin beside his shaft and Harriet broke the kiss to moan. Kate watched her face. Moved her fingers higher. Found her clit, swollen and exposed, and circled it.

Harriet’s eyes went wide. Daniel was inside her, and Kate’s fingers were on her clit, and she was pinned between them, unable to process either sensation separately.

Kate experimented. Pressed harder. Lighter. Circled slowly, then fast. Watched every reaction cross Harriet’s face like weather. The flinch when Kate pressed too hard. The gasp when she found the right speed. The way her whole body tightened when Kate held the pressure steady.

Harriet’s eyes lost focus. Her mouth went slack. The careful, precise woman from the faculty lounge was gone. In her place was someone Kate recognised. The vacancy. The monitoring voice switched off. The surrender that Kate knew from the inside, now playing across another woman’s face.

Harriet was getting what she’d wanted. What she’d read about on forums. What she’d gone to a party in a mask to glimpse. What she’d lost a marriage over. And now Daniel was inside her, and Kate’s fingers were on her clit, and Harriet was gone.

She came quietly, the way she did everything. A high, thin sound, her body curling toward Kate, her hand finding Kate’s wrist and gripping it as though Kate were the only solid thing in the room. Her legs locked around Daniel. Her eyes squeezed shut. Kate kept her fingers moving, drawing it out, watching the orgasm pass through Harriet’s body in waves.

Daniel slowed. Let Harriet ride it. Kate could see the effort it cost him, the tension in his jaw, his arms rigid either side of Harriet’s head. He was close. Kate knew what close looked like on him after twenty years.

She leaned down to Harriet’s ear. “He’s going to come inside you now.”

Harriet’s eyes opened. She looked at Kate. Nodded.

Daniel thrust deep. Held. And came with a sound Kate had heard a thousand times, but never from this angle, never while watching his face from the outside, never while another woman shook beneath him.

He collapsed onto Harriet. Harriet’s arms came around him. Kate sat beside them, her hand resting on Harriet’s hip, watching her husband’s breathing slow against another woman’s neck.

She waited for it again. The jealousy. The sting. It still didn’t come. What she felt was something large, and quiet, and complicated that she didn’t have a name for yet.

Daniel rolled off. Lay on his back. Harriet didn’t move. Her eyes were closed, her lips slightly parted, a faint smile on her face that Kate had never seen in four years of timetabling meetings.

Kate looked down at herself. Still fully dressed. Blouse, skirt, tights. She’d orchestrated the entire thing without removing a single item of clothing. The head girl, immaculate, while the transfer student lay naked and wrecked on the school bed.

The thought made her cunt throb.

She looked at Harriet. At her mouth. At the faint smile.

Throwing caution to the wind, Kate thought. And was surprised to find she meant it.

“Harriet,” she said, “I’m not finished with you.”

Harriet opened her eyes. Looked up at Kate. Daniel’s cum was leaking out of her onto the John Lewis duvet and she didn’t seem to care.

“Sit up,” Kate said.

Harriet sat up. Kate stood. She undid the buttons of her blouse, watching Harriet watch her. Dropped it on the chair. Unclasped her bra. Harriet’s eyes moved to Kate’s breasts and stayed there.

Kate unzipped her skirt. Tights, knickers, all of it. She stood naked in front of Harriet and let her look. Let her see the difference between them. Kate was bigger, fuller, her breasts heavy, her hips wider. A woman’s body that had carried two children and been fucked by more people in the last six months than the previous twenty years combined.

She climbed onto the bed. Positioned herself against the headboard. Legs apart. “Come here,” she said.

Harriet moved toward her without being told. Her hands found Kate’s breasts first, the way Kate had found Serena’s. The safe territory. The starting point. Her fingers traced over them, tentative, exploring the weight and fullness of them. Kate’s breasts were so much bigger than hers. Harriet cupped them, lifted them, ran her thumbs over the nipples.

“That’s it,” Kate said.

Harriet lowered her mouth. Sucked Kate’s nipple, gently at first, then harder when Kate’s hand found the back of her head and pressed. She moved to the other one. Kate could feel her getting braver. Her tongue working, her teeth grazing.

Kate let it go on. Let Harriet explore. Then her hand tightened in Harriet’s hair and guided her down.

Harriet went. Over Kate’s stomach, kissing as she went, her breath warm against Kate’s skin. She settled between Kate’s legs. Her face inches away. Kate could feel her hesitate, her breathing quick.

“Harriet,” Kate said. The head girl voice. Patient and merciless. “I didn’t ask you to study it.”

Harriet’s mouth found her.

The first touch was tentative. Harriet’s tongue, soft and uncertain, moving through Kate’s folds without direction. Kate exhaled. Harriet’s mouth was softer than any man’s had been. Gentler. But without the instinct that Daniel or Adrian or any of them had brought to it. A mouth that was learning.

“Slower,” Kate said. “Up. There.”

Harriet adjusted. Found Kate’s clit. Circled it. Too light, then too hard, then somewhere close to right. Kate’s hand stayed in her hair, guiding without gripping. Correcting.

“Better,” Kate said. The head girl, marking homework. “Again.”

Harriet tried again. And again. Kate could feel her getting less tentative, her tongue finding a rhythm. It was clumsy but earnest, and Kate watched Harriet’s head between her legs and felt something warm and dark move through her. This woman. This precise, buttoned-up woman who corrected grammar in emails, on her knees, licking Kate’s pussy because Kate had told her to.

Kate’s hips shifted. She was wet. Getting wetter. The sensation wasn’t sharp enough to build on its own, but the heat behind it, the control, the image of Harriet obedient between her thighs, was doing something to her that pure technique couldn’t.

She closed her eyes. Opened them. Watched Harriet’s careful concentration. The eagerness to please.

Kate looked over at Daniel. He was lying on his side, watching them. His eyes moved from Harriet’s mouth to Kate’s face, and she saw him read her the way he always read her. The gap between wanting this and getting there.

He didn’t say anything. He just moved. Shifted across the bed until he was beside Kate, propped on one elbow. His hand rested on her waist for a moment. Then it slid lower. Past her navel. Past Harriet’s forehead. His fingers found Kate’s clit with the certainty of twenty years.

Kate’s breath caught.

“Come for me,” Daniel said. Quiet. Close to her ear.

Harriet’s tongue and Daniel’s fingers. The two sensations layered together. Familiar and strange. His precision and her softness. Kate’s hand tightened in Harriet’s hair. Her hips lifted off the mattress.

She came. Her thighs clamped around Harriet’s head, her back arched against the headboard, her mouth open on a sound she didn’t try to contain. Daniel’s fingers didn’t stop. Harriet didn’t stop. Kate shuddered between them, her orgasm rolling through her in long, heavy waves, and when it finally ebbed, she was gripping Daniel’s wrist with one hand and Harriet’s hair with the other, holding onto both of them, breathing hard.

The room settled. Kate released Harriet’s hair. Harriet rested her cheek against Kate’s thigh, her eyes closed, her breathing slow. Daniel’s hand withdrew. He kissed Kate’s temple.

The three of them stayed like that for a while. Kate against the headboard, Harriet curled between her legs, Daniel beside them. The house was quiet. No children, no television, no noise from the street. Just breathing and the tick of the radiator.

Harriet fell asleep. Kate felt it happen. The weight of her head growing heavier against Kate’s thigh, her breathing deepening, her body giving up completely.

Kate looked down at her. The neat hair mussed now. The precise woman undone. She looked younger asleep. Softer.

Kate stroked her hair. Looked at Daniel.

“Well,” she said quietly.

“Well,” he said.

They smiled at each other over Harriet’s sleeping head. The kind of smile that contained an entire conversation neither of them needed to have out loud.

Twenty minutes later, Kate woke Harriet gently. Harriet surfaced slowly, blinking, momentarily confused. Then she remembered where she was, and who she was with, and her cheeks went pink.

“I fell asleep,” she said. “On your thigh. In your bed. Oh god.”

“It’s fine,” Kate said. “It’s a compliment, really.”

Harriet sat up. Pushed her hair from her face. She looked at Kate, then at Daniel, then back at Kate. Something was different in her face. The tightness that Kate had seen every day in the faculty lounge, the held quality, the precision that was really just control masquerading as personality, had loosened. Not gone. But quiet.

“I should go,” Harriet said.

“I’ll drive you,” Daniel said.

“No. No, I’m fine. I drove here.” She started gathering her clothes. The cream lace bra from the floor. The blouse from the chair. Dressing with the same precision she brought to everything, but slower now. Less urgent.

Kate walked her to the door. Harriet stood on the step, coat buttoned, bag over her shoulder. The same woman who’d arrived two hours ago holding a bottle of Sancerre with both hands. But not the same.

“I’ll ring you tomorrow,” Kate said. “To check in.”

Harriet nodded. She opened her mouth, closed it, then simply reached out and squeezed Kate’s hand. Brief. Firm. Then she turned and walked to her car, her heels precise on the path, her back straight.

Kate closed the door. Leaned against it.

Daniel was at the top of the stairs, leaning on the banister, looking down at her.

“Well,” he said again.

Kate looked up at him. Her husband, in his boxers, hair a mess, watching her from the landing of their family home after they’d just had a threesome with her colleague from the English department.

She started to laugh. Daniel started to laugh. The sound filled the hallway, bounced off the coat hooks, and Oliver’s trainers, and Sophie’s revision cards on the stairs, and neither of them could stop.




Chapter Seven

The week settled back into itself. Lectures, marking, the faculty lounge and its broken coffee machine. Gerald had moved on from room 4B to the car park, which was apparently being resurfaced at the worst possible time. Margaret needed everyone’s module feedback by Thursday. The kettle still took four minutes to boil.

Kate was marking at the table by the window when Harriet came in. She went to the kettle, filled it, waited. The usual routine. The same woman, in the same lounge, doing the same things.

Except, not quite. Her blouse was the same, but she’d left the top button undone. One button. Kate noticed it the way you would notice a painting that’d been hung an inch to the left.

Harriet made her tea. Turned. Caught Kate’s eye across the room.

“Morning,” Harriet said.

“Morning,” Kate said.

That was all. But Harriet held her gaze for a beat too long, and a faint colour rose in her cheeks, and she looked away first. She sat down with her tea, and her marking, and her red pen, and she crossed her ankles, and Kate watched her and felt the head girl stir somewhere behind her ribs. The transfer student, back in uniform, pretending Saturday night hadn’t happened. Sitting with her knees together and her pen moving neatly across the page.

Kate returned to her marking. Smiled at the essay in front of her without reading it.

Gerald said something about the resurfacing schedule. Kate made an appropriate noise. The morning carried on.

The text came at half eleven. Kate was in her office, eating a sandwich over student feedback forms, when her phone buzzed.

Can you talk? S.

Serena. They’d exchanged numbers at the party but hadn’t spoken since.

Kate wiped her fingers on a napkin, locked her office door, and called her back.

Serena picked up on the second ring. “Kate. Thank you for calling. How are you?”

“Covered in sandwich crumbs and avoiding my marking. You?”

“Just back from the gym. Hugh sends his regards.”

“Send mine back.”

A pause. Not awkward. The comfortable silence of two women who’d shared a man’s cock between their mouths and didn’t need to pretend otherwise.

“I’m calling about something specific,” Serena said. “I have a friend. Sylvie. She hosts events. Rather different from Lisa’s evenings.”

“Different how?”

“More formal. Invitation only. She has an estate in the Cotswolds, very private, very selective. She curates the guest list personally. The kind of woman who treats hospitality as an art form.” Serena paused. “She also enjoys giving people new experiences. Especially as entertainment for her guests.”

Kate leaned back in her chair. Outside her office window, two students were arguing about something on a bench. One of them was gesturing with a bag of crisps. “Go on.”

“Hugh and Daniel have been talking.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“It is, rather.” Serena’s voice shifted. Still warm, but more careful now. “Daniel mentioned something to Hugh. Something you’d said. About wanting to lose count.”

Kate’s stomach dropped. Not unpleasantly. The way it would drop on a roller coaster, the moment you tipped over the edge and gravity took you. She’d said that to Daniel in bed, in the dark, months ago. Whispered it while he’d been inside her. A fantasy offered up in the safest possible space. And Daniel had told Hugh. And Hugh had told Serena. And Serena had told Sylvie. Her words passing from mouth to mouth until they reached someone who could do something about them.

“Sylvie was very interested,” Serena said.

Kate was quiet. She looked at the stack of feedback forms on her desk. The half-eaten sandwich. The office door locked. The corridor beyond it where Harriet was probably marking essays in red pen with her top button undone.

“What exactly is Sylvie proposing?” Kate asked.

“That’s for her to discuss with you and Daniel. But broadly: an evening at her estate, you as the centrepiece, and enough men to make your fantasy a reality.” Serena let that sit. “She’s very good at this, Kate. She’s done it before. Everything would be managed. Safe words, boundaries, the lot. Sylvie doesn’t leave things to chance.”

Kate closed her eyes. The office hummed around her. The fluorescent light, the computer fan, the faint sound of the crisps argument continuing outside.

“When?” Kate asked.

“Three weeks from Saturday. She’d want to meet you both beforehand, of course. Dinner, probably. She likes to know people.”

Kate opened her eyes. “Can Daniel and I bring someone?”

“I don’t see why not,” Serena said. “If you think she’d fit in.”

“I think she would.”

The call ended. Kate sat in her office with her phone in her hand and the sandwich going stale on the desk. Three weeks from Saturday. A private estate.

She picked up her phone and texted Daniel.

We need to talk tonight. Something good.

***

The restaurant was in Cheltenham. A place Sylvie had chosen, tucked behind a courtyard, the kind of establishment that didn’t need a sign because the people who ate there already knew where it was.

Kate and Daniel arrived ten minutes early. Sylvie and Philippe were already seated.

Kate’s first impression was the hair. Blonde, pulled back so tightly it looked architectural. Not a strand loose. Then the nails, deep red, perfectly shaped, resting on the white tablecloth like carefully placed objects. Sylvie stood to greet them. Mid-forties, perhaps, though she had that confusing French quality that made age irrelevant. Slim, composed, a silk scarf at her neck.

“Kate. Daniel. How lovely.” She kissed them both on each cheek. “This is my husband, Philippe. Sit, sit. I have ordered wine already. You will like it.”

Philippe shook their hands. Dark hair, grey at the temples, shorter than Daniel but built like a swimmer. Compact, efficient. He smiled and the laugh lines creased. Kate relaxed slightly. There was warmth there, underneath the formality of the evening.

They sat. Sylvie poured the wine herself. Did not ask if they preferred something else. She asked about them. Not the event, not the logistics. Them. How they’d met, what Kate taught, how Daniel spent his days. She listened the way a painter studies a face before picking up a brush. Her questions were gentle but specific. Kate had the sense of being understood by someone who hadn’t yet decided what to do with the understanding.

“Serena, she speaks very highly of you both,” Sylvie said, halfway through the first course. “And I trust Serena’s eye. She has a gift for knowing who is ready.”

“Ready for what, exactly?” Kate asked.

Sylvie’s mouth curved. The red nails turned her wine glass a quarter rotation. “For being seen. Truly seen. Not performing, not pretending. Offered.” She looked at Kate. “Most women, they perform. Even the ones who think they are surrendering. But Serena, she tells me you go somewhere else. That the mind, it goes quiet.”

Kate said nothing. Sylvie didn’t need her to.

“My evenings, they are not like Lisa’s parties. Lisa is wonderful, naturellement, but her gatherings, they are social. Mine are”—she considered—“curated. I select every person. I design the evening the way one designs a meal. The courses, the timing, the balance. There is a centrepiece, oui, but the evening does not end there. Afterwards, things become more relaxed. Guests mingle, connections form. The centrepiece, it sets the tone. It gives everyone permission.”

She picked up her fork. “You would begin by serving my guests. Hands bound, a gag. Topless. This is not punishment. C’est important you understand. It is preparation. So that by the time the evening truly begins, you are already where you need to be.”

She said it between bites of fish, the way someone might mention the weather.

Philippe caught Daniel’s eye and smiled. The smile of a man who had watched his wife describe these things over many dinners, to many couples, and still found her remarkable.

“You may watch,” Sylvie said to Daniel. “You may participate. Whatever feels right.”

“I’ll definitely watch,” Daniel said. “Perhaps I could wait on doing anything beyond that.”

“But of course.” Sylvie set her fork down. “Though if you are moved to take your wife, I would only encourage such things.” She looked at Kate. Her eyes were steady, appraising, warm. “I can tell this is one who lives to be used.”

The heat went through Kate like a current. Throat, chest, stomach, lower. A single sentence from a woman she’d met forty minutes ago, and her body responded as though Daniel had whispered it in the dark.

“I’d like to bring someone,” Kate said when she’d found her voice. “A friend. She’s new to all of this.”

Sylvie glanced at Philippe. “She is open, this friend?”

“Very.”

“Bring her. I enjoy a newcomer.” She sipped her wine. “And besides, after the main event, the evening, it becomes more relaxed. There is room for exploration, for those who are curious.”

The meal continued. Philippe told a story about a wine merchant in Lyon who made Daniel laugh. Sylvie asked Kate about Hardy, whether his women ever stopped punishing themselves for wanting. Kate said some of them did, eventually. Sylvie smiled and said that was the only answer worth giving.

They said goodbye in the courtyard. Kisses on both cheeks. Sylvie held Kate’s hand a moment longer than necessary.

“You are going to be extraordinary,” she said. “I can tell these things.”




Chapter Eight

The estate announced itself slowly. A turning off an unmarked road, a gravel drive through beech trees, then the house. Old stone, ivy-covered, lit from below by ground lights that made it look like something rising from the earth. Not grand in the showy way. Grand in the way that meant money so old it had stopped trying to impress.

Daniel parked between a Bentley and something Italian that Kate couldn’t name. Harriet was in the back seat, silent since the motorway.

Kate turned to look at her. Harriet’s face was pale, composed, her hands folded in her lap. The cream lace bra underneath her blouse, probably. The one she’d bought for the threesome. Or a new one. Kate didn’t ask.

“Ready?”

“No,” Harriet said. “But I don’t think that’s the point.”

They walked to the door. It opened before Daniel could knock. A woman in black, staff, took their coats without making eye contact. The entrance hall was flagstone, high-ceilinged, a staircase curving up to the right. Flowers on a table. Everything immaculate, curated, placed.

Sylvie appeared from a doorway. The hair, the nails, the silk. Philippe a step behind her.

“Bonsoir.” She kissed Kate on both cheeks. Then Daniel. Then Harriet, whom she studied for a moment with frank interest. “You must be the friend. Welcome.”

“Harriet,” Harriet said. “Thank you for having me.”

Sylvie smiled. “Come. The guests are in the drawing room. Philippe will take Daniel and Harriet through.” She took Kate’s hand. Her fingers were cool, the red nails pressing lightly into Kate’s palm. “You and I, we have things to do first.”

She led Kate toward the staircase. Kate glanced back. Daniel gave her a nod. Harriet was watching her go with wide, careful eyes.

The room upstairs was small, warm, lit by lamps. A dressing table with a mirror. A chair. On the table, laid out with surgical precision: a length of soft black rope, a leather gag, a harness with a flat tray attached, and a blindfold. Beside them, a glass plug, catching the light.

Sylvie closed the door. Turned to Kate.

“Undress,” she said. “Everything.”

Kate undressed. Sylvie watched, leaning against the dressing table, arms folded. No hurry. No commentary. When Kate stood naked in front of her, Sylvie looked her over the way she’d looked over the wine list at dinner—thorough, appreciative, already making decisions.

“Très belle,” she said. “A question. Is anal possible for you tonight?”

Kate’s stomach tightened. She thought of Daniel. The plug. The weeks of preparation. His cock inside her in their bedroom while the children slept down the hall. That had been private. Intimate. This would be strangers.

“Yes,” she said.

Sylvie nodded. She picked up the glass plug. Held it up to the light. It was elegant, tapered, heavier than it looked. “You will prepare yourself in the bathroom. Take your time. When you are ready, insert this. It will stay in until I decide otherwise.”

Kate took the plug. The bathroom was through a door to the left. Small, clean, white tiles. She did what needed doing. Carefully, thoroughly. Then she slicked the plug with the lubricant Sylvie had left beside the sink and eased it inside. The glass was cold at first, then warm. Solid. Present.

She came back into the room. Sylvie was waiting.

“Bon. Now, hands behind your back.”

The rope was soft. Sylvie bound Kate’s wrists with practised ease, the knots firm but not painful. Kate tested them. No give.

The gag next. Leather, with a soft rubber piece for her teeth. Sylvie fastened it behind Kate’s head, her fingers deft in Kate’s hair.

“Comfortable? Nod or shake.”

Kate nodded.

The harness went over her shoulders, the tray sitting flat against her abdomen. Sylvie adjusted the straps, tightened them, stepped back. Looked at her.

Kate stood in the lamplight. Naked from the waist up, hands bound behind her, gagged, a tray strapped to her body, a glass plug inside her arse. She caught her reflection in the dressing table mirror. A woman she recognised and didn’t recognise, both at once.

“You are ready,” Sylvie said. She touched Kate’s face. One finger, tracing her jawline. Almost tender. “Remember, this is not punishment. This is so that when the evening begins, the mind, it is already quiet. Oui?”

Kate nodded.

“Bon. Come.”

The staircase. Kate’s bare feet on the stone steps. Sylvie ahead of her, one hand on Kate’s elbow, guiding. The sounds of the drawing room rising as they descended. Conversation, laughter, the clink of glasses. The ordinary sounds of a party.

Sylvie opened the door.

The room was large, warm, firelit. Kate couldn’t count the guests. Twenty, perhaps more. Men and women, well-dressed, drinks in hand. The conversation didn’t stop when she entered. It adjusted. A change in attention, heads turning, eyes finding her. Some looked away politely. Most didn’t.

“Mesdames, messieurs,” Sylvie said. “This is Kate.”

Kate stood in the doorway, naked, and bound, and gagged, with a tray of champagne flutes strapped to her body.

Sylvie placed the first glasses on the tray. Arranged them precisely. “Serve,” she said.

Kate moved into the room. Each step moved the plug inside her. The carpet was soft under her bare feet.

She approached the nearest group. A man in a linen shirt took a glass from her tray without breaking his conversation. His eyes moved over her breasts, her waist, the rope at her wrists. He returned to his drink.

She moved on. Another group. A woman took a glass and smiled at her. A man’s hand found Kate’s hip as he reached for his champagne. Lingered there. Fingers warm against her skin. Then gone.

The room opened and closed around her. She carried the tray through clusters of people, offering, waiting, moving on. A hand on the small of her back. Fingers brushing her breast as someone took a glass. A palm resting on her arse, casual, proprietary, as though she were a banister someone leaned on in passing.

Somewhere between the third group and the fourth, the monitoring voice in her head went quiet. One moment, the narration was there, cataloguing, assessing, and the next, there was only the weight of the tray, the warmth of the room, the hands on her body, and the slow, steady pulse between her legs.

A man took a glass and cupped her breast with his free hand, squeezing it, his thumb working the nipple while he finished his sentence to the woman beside him. He didn’t look at Kate. The woman did. She reached out and pinched the other nipple—hard—and watched Kate’s eyes water above the gag.

Kate moved on. Another cluster of guests. A man took his champagne and stepped behind her. Both hands on her arse, spreading her, pressing against the base of the plug. Kate’s legs shook. He held her there for a moment, examining her, then let go and returned to his conversation.

She moved through the room. A woman lifted the remaining glasses from Kate’s tray and set them on the table beside her. She stepped close. Took Kate’s left nipple between her teeth. Gently at first. Then harder. Kate’s breath caught behind the gag. The woman held it, watching Kate’s eyes, then released. She replaced the glasses on the tray, patted Kate’s cheek, and turned back to her conversation.

She was furniture. She was an object. A body carrying champagne through a warm room while strangers used her as casually as they’d lean on a mantelpiece. Each touch took her further down. Each hand another small erasure. The lecturer, the mother, the wife. All of it dissolving. Replaced by nothing but sensation and movement and the glass plug inside her with every step.

She lost track of time. The tray emptied, was refilled by someone she didn’t see, and she continued. More guests. More hands. A woman traced the line of Kate’s jaw above the gag and said something in French to the man beside her. He laughed, reached around Kate from behind, one hand on her breast, the other pressing the plug deeper. Kate’s knees buckled. He held her up with the hand on her breast, still laughing, still talking, and let her go.

She found Daniel across the room. He was standing with Philippe and Harriet, a glass in his hand. He’d been watching her since she’d come in. Kate could see it on his face. The controlled stillness. The slight flush.

Harriet was beside him, a glass of wine held against her chest with both hands, her eyes enormous.

Kate held Daniel’s gaze as a man she’d never met ran his hand down her spine and pressed the base of the plug with his thumb. Slowly. Deliberately. Kate’s legs trembled. Her eyes stayed on her husband.

He held his glass. Didn’t move. Didn’t look away.

The tray emptied again. This time, it wasn’t refilled.

Sylvie appeared beside her, the red nails finding the buckle of the harness. “Parfait,” she said, lifting the tray away. She stroked Kate’s hair. “You are exactly where you need to be.”

Sylvie led Kate by the elbow to the centre of the room. The guests rearranged themselves without being told, opening a space, settling into chairs and sofas along the walls. The low padded table was already there. Knee height, leather-covered, with eyebolt screws on each side.

Sylvie removed the gag. Kate worked her jaw. Swallowed.

“On the table,” Sylvie said. “Hands and knees.”

Kate climbed on. Sylvie untied the rope binding her wrists, unwinding it with practised fingers. Kate’s shoulders ached as her arms came forward. Sylvie guided her left wrist to the eyebolt and fastened the leather cuff. Then the right. Kate pulled. No give. She was on all fours, cuffed, the glass plug still inside her.

Sylvie’s hand rested on the small of Kate’s back. She addressed the room. Kate could see the guests now, arranged around her, drinks in hand, watching.

“Gentlemen. My guest, she is yours. You will be respectful. You will be thorough.” A pause. “And you will take your time. This is not a race. C’est an experience.”

Kate heard movement behind her. Footsteps on carpet. The clink of a belt buckle.

The first man entered her without preamble. Kate gasped. Her hands gripped the eyebolts. He was thick, stretching her, and he didn’t start slow. His hands gripped her hips, and he fucked her with the steady confidence of a man who’d been given permission to do exactly what he wanted.

Sylvie’s voice, calm above it all. “Bon. Use her.”

The first man finished inside her. Pulled out. Kate felt the warmth of it leak down her thigh.

The second man was slower. Deliberate. He ran his hands over Kate’s arse before he entered her, spreading her, looking at the plug. His fingers traced around it. Then he pushed inside her cunt, and Kate felt the fullness of both. The plug in her arse, his cock filling her from below. He took his time. Long, measured strokes. Kate’s head dropped between her arms.

She turned her face to the side. Daniel was in a chair against the wall, directly in her line of sight. He was leaning forward, elbows on his knees, his glass untouched on the floor beside him. His face was flushed. His eyes were on her. Not on the man fucking her. On her face.

A man appeared in front of her. Trousers open, cock in his hand. He tilted Kate’s chin up. She opened her mouth. Daniel disappeared from view.

Both ends at once. The man behind her fucking her steadily, the man in front sliding into her mouth. Kate’s hands gripped the cuffs. Her eyes closed. The two rhythms found each other, then didn’t, then did again. She couldn’t control any of it. Could only hold still and take what they gave her.

The man in front finished first. Came in her mouth. Kate swallowed. He withdrew, tucked himself away, and walked back to his seat.

The man behind her lasted longer. His pace quickened. His fingers dug into her hips. Then he came inside her, adding to what was already there.

Kate turned her face again. Found Daniel. He hadn’t moved. His hands were gripping his knees. She held his gaze while the next man pushed inside her from behind. Held it while the sound that came out of her was someone else’s voice, someone she didn’t recognise.

Sylvie appeared beside the table. Her red nails on Kate’s jaw, turning her face. Reading her eyes.

“She is ready,” Sylvie said. Not to Kate. To the room.

She produced the blindfold. Black silk. Tied it behind Kate’s head, and the room disappeared.

Without sight, everything changed. The sounds sharpened. The creak of furniture, the rustle of clothing, the murmur of conversation that hadn’t stopped. Glasses clinking. Someone laughing quietly. The ordinary sounds of a party, continuing around the fact of her.

The next cock pushed inside her, and Kate didn’t know who it was. Couldn’t see his face, his build, his hands. Just the feel of him. Thicker than the last. A different rhythm. Slower. He gripped her hips and fucked her and she had no idea if she’d ever know his name.

Someone else in front of her. Fingers on her jaw, tilting her head up. A cock against her lips. She opened. The taste was different from the last. Everything was different and everything was the same, and she was losing the edges of things.

Sylvie’s voice somewhere to her left. A hand on Kate’s back. Steadying. “Breathe, chérie.”

Kate breathed.

A man came inside her. Another took his place. The cum was running down her thighs now. She could feel it, warm, mixed together, impossible to separate.

Hands on the plug. Easing it out. The loss of it sudden and strange after hours of carrying it. Fingers, slick with lubricant, circling her arsehole.

“Oui,” Sylvie said. Close now. Her mouth near Kate’s ear. “Relax, chérie. Let him in.”

A cock pressed against her arse. Slim, patient, easing in. Kate’s forehead dropped to the leather. Her fingers gripped the cuffs. He paused. Then deeper.

He started to move. Slow. Kate’s breathing came in short, shallow bursts. The fullness was different from Daniel’s. A different angle, a different pace. She could hear herself making sounds. Small, desperate, animal.

He found his rhythm, and Kate let her body go slack on the table. Let the stretch become warmth become heat become something her body started to push back into.

He finished inside her. The warmth of it. He pulled out, and another replaced him. Faster this time, less patient. Kate cried out. Her body was so open now that he slid in easily. She came with a cock in her arse that she would never see, a sharp bright thing that made her whole body seize against the table.

Hands on her waist, lifting her slightly. A body sliding underneath her. A man’s chest against her abdomen, his legs between hers, rearranging himself on the leather. Sylvie’s hands on Kate’s shoulders, easing her down. Kate’s cuffed wrists pulled at the eyebolts as she lowered herself onto him.

His hands found her breasts. Cupped them, squeezed them, rolled the nipples between his fingers. Kate’s back arched. He took his time. His mouth found her nipple from below and sucked. Kate whimpered into the dark of the blindfold.

He shifted his hips. The head of his cock nudging against her cunt from below. Sylvie’s hand on the small of Kate’s back, guiding her angle.

He pushed up into her. Kate’s mouth opened.

The man behind her pressed against her arse.

Two cocks. Both pushing in. The thin wall between them the only separation.

Kate couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Could only feel the impossible fullness of being filled in both places by men she couldn’t see.

Someone tilted her chin up. A third cock against her lips.

Kate opened her mouth.

All three. Every hole.

The sounds in the room had changed. Quieter. People watching. The only noise was the wet rhythm of three men moving inside her and Kate’s muffled breathing around the cock in her mouth.

She came. Didn’t know which time. Her body clenched around all of them, and she shook between them, her wrists pulling against the cuffs, tears soaking the blindfold. The men didn’t stop.

The configuration dissolved and reformed. Men withdrew, were replaced. Kate stopped tracking which hole was filled and which was empty. Sometimes all three. Sometimes two. Sometimes one man using her slowly while the room murmured around them.

Time had no edges. Kate existed in the space between one cock and the next. The brief emptiness that was almost worse than the fullness. Her body craving it now. Pushing back, seeking, needing to be filled again.

Sylvie’s voice threaded through it all.

“Slower. Let her feel it.”

“Non, wait. Let the other one finish.”

“Très bien. Now you.”

A glass of water held to Kate’s lips. She drank. Sylvie’s thumb wiping the spill from her chin.

“You are doing beautifully,” Sylvie said. “Vraiment extraordinaire.”

More. Kate’s orgasms stopped being events and became weather. Rolling through her. Sometimes a shudder. Sometimes a wave that made her scream around whatever cock was in her mouth. She lost count of those, too.

Then hands she recognised.

Not the grip. Not the size. The way they held her face. Both palms on her cheeks, thumbs wiping the mess from her chin. The blindfold was still on. She couldn’t see him. But she knew.

“Daniel,” she whispered. Her voice was destroyed.

He didn’t answer. His cock pressed against her lips. Kate opened her mouth and took her husband inside her, and the familiarity of him, the taste, the way he held the back of her head broke something open in her chest. Her eyes burned behind the blindfold. She sucked him the way she always sucked him—slow, deep, knowing. Twenty years of knowing. A man was still inside her from behind, still moving, and she barely registered him. All she could feel was Daniel.

He came in her mouth. Kate swallowed. His hands stayed on her face. His forehead pressed against the top of her head. She could hear his breathing. Ragged. Undone.

Then he was gone. And someone else tilted her chin up. And Kate opened her mouth again.

The pace slowed. Fewer men now. The urgency easing into something languid. A man behind her, unhurried, his hands gentle on her hips. No one at her mouth. Kate rested her cheek on the leather and let herself be fucked slowly, her body wrung out and still wanting.

Somewhere to her left, Sylvie’s voice. Not directed at Kate this time.

“You. Come here.”

A pause. Footsteps on carpet.

“Kneel.”

Kate turned her head toward the sound. The blindfold was damp against her face. She couldn’t see. Only hear Sylvie’s voice and the sound of someone kneeling.

“Bon,” Sylvie said. “Stay.”

The last men took their time with her. One, then another. Kate’s body was so open, so used, that each entry was frictionless. She came once more. Quietly. A shudder that passed through her like a sigh.

Sylvie’s hand on her back. “Enough,” she said. To the room. To Kate. “C’est fini.”

Hands on the cuffs. The leather straps unbuckled. Kate’s wrists fell free. The blindfold lifted. Light flooded in, and Kate squeezed her eyes shut against it.

Sylvie’s face. Close. The red nails on Kate’s cheek.

“You were extraordinary,” she said. “Vraiment extraordinaire.”

Kate couldn’t speak.

Her legs didn’t work. Sylvie and Philippe helped her off the table. A robe, soft, heavy, wrapped around her shoulders. Water. Kate drank, and her hands shook so badly Philippe had to hold the glass.

Daniel was there. His hand on her face. His eyes searching hers. “You’re back,” he said.

Kate looked at him. Her husband. His face swimming in front of her. She tried to find words, and they wouldn’t come. She nodded. Leaned into him. He caught her, held her, his arms around her, and Kate pressed her face against his chest and breathed.

They moved her to a sofa by the fire. The room was still alive around them. Guests talking, drinking, the evening unwinding into its second half.

Sylvie brought food. Small things on a plate. Cheese, bread, grapes. Kate’s hands trembled when she reached for them.

“Eat,” Sylvie said. “Your body, it needs this.”

Kate ate. Daniel’s arm around her. The fire crackling.

Kate’s eyes moved around the room. Found Harriet. She was kneeling on the carpet beside a chair, hands in her lap, her hair loose around her face. Kate had heard Sylvie’s voice during. The command. Kneel. She looked at Harriet’s face now and recognised the loosened jaw, the quiet eyes.

Sylvie crossed to her. Touched her chin, tilting her face up. “You may stand, chérie,” she said. “Go. Enjoy the evening.”

Harriet stood. Smoothed her skirt. Looked around the room. Her eyes found a man across the way. Tall, dark-haired, his shirt untucked, a drink in his hand. He was looking at her. Harriet smiled. Not the tight, brief smile Kate knew from the faculty lounge. Something braver.

She looked at Kate. The smile widened. Then she walked toward the man.

“She’ll be all right,” Daniel said.

Kate nodded.

Sylvie sat beside them on the sofa. Philippe brought more food. A blanket for Kate’s legs.

“You will come back,” Sylvie said. Not a question.

Kate looked at Daniel. He looked at her. His hand found hers under the blanket.

Kate nodded.

“Bon,” Sylvie said. She stood. Kissed Kate on the forehead. Her lips were warm, the gesture maternal, entirely at odds with everything that had happened in this room an hour ago. “Rest. Stay as long as you like. The guest rooms are upstairs.”

She left. Philippe followed.

The drawing room still murmured around them. Guests talking, drinking, the evening unwinding into its looser second half. Somewhere across the room, Harriet laughed at something the tall man said.

Daniel helped Kate up. Her legs barely worked. He held her weight against him, and they walked out of the drawing room, through the entrance hall, up the staircase. A guest room at the end of the corridor. Clean sheets, a lamp already on, a window looking out onto dark countryside.

Daniel lowered her onto the bed. Pulled the robe tighter around her. Lay beside her.

Kate pressed against him. Her body ached in places she couldn’t catalogue. Her thighs were sticky. Her jaw was sore. Her wrists had red marks from the cuffs. She was in a stranger’s bed in a house in the Cotswolds and she had never felt more completely herself.

“How many?” she asked. Her voice was a wreck.

“I lost count,” he said.

Kate closed her eyes. Smiled.

She slept the deepest sleep of her life.




Epilogue

The Caribbean was absurd. Kate had never been anywhere this blue. The water, the sky, the drinks that appeared at her elbow every forty minutes whether she’d ordered them or not. She was on a sun lounger in a bikini that she’d bought specifically for this trip and that Daniel had approved with a look that said more than any words could.

“You’re going pink,” Daniel said. He was beside her, reading something on his Kindle that he’d been reading for three days without appearing to turn a page.

“I’m always pink. I’m English.”

“You’re going pinker.”

Kate closed her eyes. The sun pressed against her eyelids. The ship hummed beneath them. Somewhere to her left, a man was explaining the difference between a catamaran and a trimaran to a woman who was visibly not listening. To her right, an older couple were kissing in a hot tub with the commitment of people who’d forgotten anyone else existed.

Everyone on this deck knew why everyone else was here. There were no awkward explanations, no careful omissions, no code words over dinner. Kate could lie here in her bikini, her husband beside her, and the couple in the hot tub could do whatever they liked, and none of it required a single raised eyebrow.

Kate had spent forty-two years being careful. Monitoring herself. Choosing words, choosing clothes, choosing which version of herself to present to which room. And now she was on a ship in the middle of the ocean where none of that mattered, and the monitoring voice in her head had nothing to say, and she was just Kate.

“I’m going to the bar,” she said. “Do you want anything?”

“Surprise me.”

Kate stood. Wrapped a sarong around her waist. Walked to the pool bar, where a man in a white shirt made her a gin and tonic without being asked. She ordered Daniel something with rum and an umbrella because he deserved to hold a cocktail umbrella at least once in his life.

“Oh my god, I love that.” An American voice. A woman on the next stool, early thirties, dark hair, sunglasses pushed up on her head. She was looking at Daniel’s drink. “The umbrella. My husband won’t touch anything with an umbrella.”

“His loss,” Kate said.

The woman smiled. “I’m Jessica.”

“Kate.”

“Where are you guys from?”

“Bath. England.”

“Oh, I love England. We did London a couple years ago. Never made it to Bath.” Jessica sipped her drink. Something frozen and pink. “We’re from outside Charlotte, North Carolina. This is our second cruise.”

“Our first,” Kate said. “We’ve been at this for a while. Just never on a boat.”

“That’s the best kind of couple to meet,” Jessica said. “You’ve got stories.”

“One or two.”

Jessica waved at someone across the pool. A man stood up from a lounger and walked over. Tall, sandy-haired, the kind of tan that came from being outdoors rather than lying in the sun. He put his arm around Jessica’s waist.

“Brian, this is Kate. From England.”

Brian shook her hand. Firm grip, easy smile. “Nice to meet you.”

“Come sit with us,” Kate said. “My husband’s been pretending to read the same book for three days. He could use the company.”

The four of them settled into loungers by the pool. Daniel shook hands, accepted the ribbing about his umbrella drink with the quiet dignity of a man who knew what he liked. Brian got a round. Jessica kicked off her sandals and tucked her feet under her.

They talked. The easy, circling conversation of two couples feeling each other out. Jobs, travel, how long they’d been married. Jessica and Brian were ten years in. Brian did something with construction management. Jessica had worked in marketing but was taking time off.

“And what do you do?” Jessica asked Kate.

“I lecture. Victorian literature. Hardy, Flaubert, women who want things they’re not supposed to want.”

Jessica raised her eyebrows. “That’s a little on the nose.”

“So I’ve been told.”

The conversation drifted toward the cruise. What they’d done, what they’d seen, what they were looking forward to. Jessica and Brian were relaxed in the way that experienced couples were. No performing. No testing. Just two people who knew what they liked and didn’t need to prove it.

“How did you two get into all this?” Jessica asked. The question was casual. No pressure behind it.

Kate looked at Daniel. He looked back. The shorthand of twenty years.

“A friend of a friend,” Kate said. “We started at private parties. Then things escalated rather quickly.” She smiled. “We were recently guests of a woman called Madame Sylvie.”

Jessica’s glass stopped halfway to her mouth.

Brian leaned forward. “No way.”

“Blonde hair,” Jessica said. “Red nails. That voice. ‘Kneel, chérie.’”

Kate laughed. “You know her?”

“She orchestrated our first real experience,” Jessica said. “A year ago. On a cruise like this one. Philippe, the poker game, the whole thing.” She looked at Brian. He was grinning. “She changed everything for us.”

“For us, too,” Daniel said. “Three weeks ago, her estate in the Cotswolds.”

Jessica shook her head. “That woman, she collects people, doesn’t she? Finds the ones who are ready and just …” She made a gesture with her hand. Opening something.

“She told me I was made for it,” Kate said. “Between bites of fish at a restaurant in Cheltenham.”

“She told me I’d graduated beautifully,” Jessica said. “Left a note on my pillow like a hotel mint.”

They looked at each other. Two women from different countries, different lives, different accents. Connected by a French woman with architectural hair who had seen something in each of them and drawn it out.

“What did she have you do?” Jessica asked. The question was quiet. Between them. Brian and Daniel had drifted into their own conversation, something about the ship’s itinerary.

“Everything,” Kate said.

Jessica nodded slowly. Then she started talking, and Kate started talking, and for the next hour, they exchanged stories the way soldiers do. Not boasting. Just the relief of being understood. The details flowing freely between them because here, on this ship, there was no reason to hold anything back.

Brian and Daniel drifted into their own conversation. Kate could hear fragments. Daniel describing Sylvie’s estate. Brian laughing about the poker game. The easy shorthand of two men who’d watched their wives become something extraordinary and had the good sense to enjoy it.

The hot tub couple had finally surfaced, wrapped in towels, looking pleased with themselves.

The afternoon turned gold. The pool emptied and filled and emptied again. Someone brought more drinks. Kate lost track of how long they’d been talking.

At some point, Jessica reached across and squeezed Kate’s hand. Brief, firm. The way Harriet had squeezed it on the doorstep. The gesture of a woman who recognised another.

“We should have dinner tonight,” Jessica said. “The four of us.”

“We’d like that,” Daniel said.

“We’ve got a thing at five,” Brian said. He stood, offered Jessica his hand. “Couples’ massage.”

Jessica took it. Stood, slid her sunglasses down. Looked at Kate. “I’m really glad we met you guys.”

“So am I,” Kate said.

They watched them go. Brian’s arm around Jessica’s waist, Jessica leaning into him, the two of them walking toward the elevator with the easy synchronisation of a couple who had come through something together and were still finding out what was on the other side.

Daniel picked up his umbrella drink. Took a sip. Set it down. “I like them,” he said.

“You like her,” Kate said.

Daniel looked at her. Kate looked back. The Caribbean stretched out behind them, impossibly blue. The ship hummed.

“Yes,” he said, “I like her.”

Kate reached for his hand. Laced her fingers through his. The sun was lower now, the light thickening, the air warm and salt-heavy.

“Good,” she said.

They sat like that for a while. Two people on a ship in the middle of the ocean, holding hands, watching the water, the life they’d built carrying them forward into whatever came next. Kate Morrison. Senior lecturer, wife, mother, slut. All of it at once. No contradiction. No apology.

The monitoring voice had nothing to say.

It hadn’t for a long time now.
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