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Igot in from the salon that Thursday with my feet done in and a coat sleeve stuck on the door frame, and Rob was already where I knew he'd be — sofa, mug within reach, the football on quiet. He didn't look up until I made a noise at the coat, and then he spoke.

"Long day?"

"Long enough," I said. "My eyes are square from a wedding-party trial."

"The blonde-and-the-mother one?" he asked, wincing.

"The blonde-and-the-mother-and-the-mother-in-law one. All three, all afternoon, all telling me the other two wanted something they didn't."

He winced sympathetically, and shifted his legs so I could drop down on the end of the sofa and put my feet across his lap. He quietly rubbed the sore bit under the ball of my foot without me having to ask.

My phone was going in the coat somewhere. I could hear it. Jodie's group, no doubt, hammering some plan out with more emojis than words. I made myself get up to look, and she'd sent a photo of a supermarket cake with a big silver 40 wobbling on the top, and then, one after the other, the theme: 70s. Do NOT come as ABBA I will end you. Xxx

I read it out to him with a straight face.

Rob looked pained. "Fancy dress," he said, resigned. Costumes he minded even more.

"You'll live," I said. "You've got about half a shirt already. A flare and a wig and you're away."

"I'm not wearing a wig," he said.

"You'll wear the wig," I told him.

The football did something small and disappointing on the screen and he didn't react. He put my foot down carefully and said, in a smaller voice, "So we are going, then."

"You know we are," I told him gently.

"I know, I know," he said. He tried it once more, mates round instead, he suggested, chips and a bottle, back in bed by ten. I laughed at him easily. We both knew how it was going to go. Jodie was forty. It wasn't a chips-and-a-bottle Saturday. It was a hot-tub-and-decks Saturday, and the group would be there, and Leanne would text me at some point tomorrow to ask if we were going in a taxi with her, and by the time we were in it I'd be glad.

"Who's DJing?" he asked, offhand.

"Marlon, probably. Craig said last week. He's doing the cake too, apparently. Photos. I don't know what the cake has to do with photos."

He was still looking at me. I looked back at him.

"What?" I asked him, mildly.

"Nothing," he said. "Craig's mate."

"Craig's college mate," I said. "He's been round enough. He always does the group ones."

"Yeah," said Rob, slowly. "That'll be about right."

I put it down to Thursday and the mother-in-law hair and the mother hair and the blonde hair. Rob was steady. He always had been. He was the man who'd sit contentedly at the back of a party with a pint and be happy to watch me across the room being the noise. I liked what that let me do at parties. I let the pause go and went upstairs to have a look at what was left of my old going-out drawer.

The landing mirror caught me halfway, and I stopped in it. What's the strap doing. Is the lipstick still there. Does the top ride up if I lift my arm. I was still in the Vixen black, still in the flats, and I looked exactly like a woman who had done blondes for eight hours. Fine. I went and dug the drawer out.

The silver slip-dress was still there. It had been to Ibiza and to Manchester and to my sister's thirtieth, and it still hung on its little spaghetti straps like it was going to fall off any second and had never, actually, once, fallen off. It was the sort of dress that made me look ready for something. I held it up against me in the mirror and tried to see it back from the outside — hair down, some sort of eyeshadow, the good stockings. It would do.

I could hear Rob coming up the stairs. He stopped at the top and looked at me in the mirror instead of at me directly.

"You're wearing that," he said.

"I'm wearing this," I said.

"Alright," he said, and went into the bedroom, and I stood there another second, with a dress against a work uniform in the mirror, and let myself think about it — Saturday, the garden, the hot tub going, all of them there. And Marlon behind the decks in the corner, doing whatever he did to nights he was working, which was almost nothing. Standing there. Watching a room.

I put the dress back on its hanger. I went to bed thinking about Saturday and telling myself I was thinking about Saturday.

[image: ]



Jodie and Craig lived at the end of a cul-de-sac on the other side of town — a big square back garden that had been the reason they bought the house, and a hot tub they'd got in the spring and had been using as an excuse for a party ever since. By the time we got out of the taxi you could hear the music from the gate, and Leanne had already texted me twice to say where she was and once to ask if I'd got the shots in, which I had. She was through the side gate, in a maroon polyester jumpsuit with the top three buttons unfastened, telling Craig what she thought of the barbecue.

"Look at the state of her," Leanne called out loudly when she saw me, and turned to Craig. "Look at the state of her, Craig. In our tub."

Rob was three feet behind me looking down at his own flares as if he wasn't sure they were properly on. He had gone as a plausible thing in a shirt, the way I'd known he would, and had put no effort into the wig and looked exactly right and exactly himself, and I loved him for it. Jodie hugged me half in, half out of a coke can she was carrying, and I got a glass of prosecco into my hand within about thirty seconds. The music was up and the garden was full and the tub was going.

The hot tub was going under the eaves of the pergola at the back end of the lawn, four people in it already, a fifth halfway in with her drink held up. Craig had strung fairy lights along the pergola and up over the fence and along the hedge, and the effect was better than I'd expected, a bit of Ibiza in a bit of Cheshire, all the faces at that low half-lit angle. And in the corner by the little table Craig had set up as a bar, on the far side of the tub, was where the decks were, and where Marlon was.

I clocked him, made myself look away, and clocked him again. He was tall and Black, in a black shirt with the sleeves rolled to just past the elbow, headphones round his neck. Behind the kit he was doing that thing DJs do of standing not really doing anything and being perfectly at home in it. He didn't look up when I came in. He would look up in his own time. I had noticed that about him at Christmas and hadn't stopped noticing it since.

Craig came over with beers for himself and Rob and casually steered Rob off to look at whatever new bit of tat he'd bought for the garage. I let them go. Leanne got her elbow in my ribs the moment they were out of earshot.

"That dress," she murmured, over her glass.

"You said that already," I told her.

"You had that in Ibiza, didn't you?"

"I've had it years."

"I want it back," she said flatly. "You never had it," I said. She grinned. "You know what I mean."

I did know what she meant. Leanne had been my best mate since we were sixteen and neither of us had ever quite forgiven the other for going to different sixth forms, and what it had always come down to with us was who looked better in what — and lending, and not lending. She raised her glass at me playfully and pretended she was reviewing me for a magazine. Then she leaned in.

"His nibs is on the decks," she murmured. "Just so you know."

"I saw," I said, keeping my eyes off him.

"I saw, Leanne," I said again, when she looked as if she was about to make more of it.

She let it alone — Leanne-style, which meant not really — and looped her arm through mine and steered me across the grass towards the tub. She thought a hot tub was a solution to most social problems. I let her steer me. I had my drink, and I had my dress on, and I was aware of the corner of the garden with the decks in it every second. My eyes stayed off it on purpose. I would look over at him when I was ready to, and not before. Until then I stayed where I was.

The problem with hot tubs at parties is that you sit down in them and everything shifts up on you, if what you're wearing is a dress made for standing up in. I hadn't been in the tub two minutes when I noticed the left strap had gone slack, and when I put my hand up to it casually, the material at the bust had rucked further than I'd known and was doing something under the low fairy lights that the shop-lit version had never done. The satin, because it was cheap satin from a chain, the sort of dress that had never seen a proper mirror in its life, was thinner wet than it was dry. I knew this because Leanne was staring at me, silently, without moving her drink. So I looked down, and then across, and then back down.

My face was going. I put my hand back up to the strap. And in the second I was doing it, in the second I was clocking exactly what was showing and what wasn't showing, I lifted my eyes and looked out across the garden, past Leanne, past the pergola, past everyone.

Marlon was watching me.

He wasn't looking away. He wasn't smirking, either. He was doing it the way he did everything, flat and slow, as if he'd been there for a while and was going to be there for a while longer, and it hadn't yet occurred to him to pretend he wasn't. His face was in shadow under the pergola and his shoulders were in the light, dark against the fairy lights and the white front of the house behind, and I had time to notice that his eyes had gone through the strap and the dress and the water and out the other side. I could have put my hand up and fixed the strap, and I hadn't, and he'd seen that.

I did not fix the strap.

I looked at him instead. Let him have it. My hand stayed where it was on the rim of the tub. My mouth stayed shut. His cold flat looking hit me and I looked back and I held it, no blink, no smile, no colouring up, and I colour up at nothing. Not this time. Something in me had settled for exactly as long as he wanted to look, and then a little longer than that, because I wanted him to know I had let him.

Then he tipped his head slightly, and went back to the deck he'd been half not-doing anything at. That was all it was. It couldn't have been three seconds.

My nipples had stiffened under the wet satin. My pussy under the water was throbbing in a way I had not asked it to. I put the strap back where it belonged.

"Well," murmured Leanne, next to me, quietly, not looking at me. "Well well well."

"Nothing well about it," I said.

"My arse," replied Leanne, and drank.

A breath went out of me shakily, in a way I had not been prepared for. My chest was tight and my throat had gone thick. I was going to have to be careful for the rest of the evening, because I was, as it happened, very wet. I glanced across the water. Rob was on the far side of the tub, at Craig's elbow, holding a beer he wasn't drinking. He was looking at me. He had seen at least part of it. I didn't know how much.

I sank down another inch in the tub, and I smiled at him across the water, and he smiled back at me, the small square smile of his.
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We got the last taxi at not-quite-one and neither of us said much on the way. Rob had his hand on my knee under my coat, low and settled, and I had my head tipped back into the corner of the seat, and the party was going on somewhere behind my eyes without me. The satin of the dress was still stiff from the tub in a few places. My hair had come down. My mouth felt full and my chest felt full and there was a heat under my skin the whole way home that the drink had not put there.

Rob paid the driver. We came in through our own front door and I stood in our own hall for a second, and the house was very quiet — every noise unreasonable, the kettle, the fridge, the boiler ticking off. I kicked my shoes into the corner. He hung his coat up. I said something about a glass of water. He said something about the same. We went to bed without properly speaking about it, which was fine, because we don't always speak, and it wasn't a bad silence.

Upstairs I stood in front of the bathroom mirror to get the eye stuff off and my dress was still doing the thing it had been doing in the garden, and I looked at the woman in the mirror doing it and I didn't look away from her either. Big tits, a good pale chest, the freckle on the left one Rob had told me was the reason he'd asked me out. A soft belly, softer than it had been at twenty-two, softer at thirty-two than I liked most of the time but the party had made me feel unusually all right about it. Full mouth. Nothing wrong with any of it. It was a body a man had looked at across a garden as if he wanted it, and I let myself see it the way he had.

Then I took the dress off and washed my face and went into the bedroom, aching in the low soft place he had woken.

Rob was already in bed, on his side, waiting. He had his lamp on. I got in next to him and he pulled me across into him and my back went into his chest and his arm came round the top of me and settled there. His mouth was against the back of my neck. His hand was low on my belly. He wasn't saying anything.

"You alright?" he asked eventually.

"I'm alright," I whispered back.

"You went quiet," he said.

"Did I? I felt loud all night."

"You went quiet in the taxi."

I laid my hand on top of his on my belly. "Just tired," I whispered.

He kissed the back of my neck.

He kissed the back of my neck again, and I felt him hard against the small of my back, and I turned round in his arms. Him against me. My mouth on his mouth. His hand up under the T-shirt I'd got into on autopilot. Him finding the tit he always finds first. Me pressing into it. Slow, familiar, ours.

But I was somewhere else.

I was in the tub in a wet strap with my dress not covering me and someone was looking at me and not looking away. I did nothing to cover. He did nothing to stop. My husband's hand was on my breast in our own bed and I could hardly feel it there. A man in a black shirt in a fairy-lit corner had been looking at me and I had let him and I had liked it. I had gone home to a husband I loved and taken my dress off and gone to bed. Here I was, and here he was, and something in me was still standing in the garden. I felt that man's flat eyes on me under Rob's mouth.

I got my hand into Rob's pyjama shorts and got his cock out. He made a sound against my throat, and his hips shifted towards me. I was wet already, more than usually and quicker than usually, and I moved so he could get in and he did, careful the way he is, all the way to the base. "Christ," he said quietly against my neck, "you're soaked." He held me there, my leg hooked over his, his cock deep and his hand at the small of my back. It's what we do most nights it happens, our sex — sideways, wound in, unshowy. Usually I like the small settled shape of it.

Tonight I was not in it.

I felt him move. My eyes closed. Under my eyelids I let it come back, I let the whole three-second beat come back, the strap and the light and his face going still, the not-looking-away, the letting him look, the way I'd wanted him to. I ground my clit down against Rob and Rob ground back into me and I moaned, muffled against his throat, feeling his cock in me and behind it, somewhere underneath, a man's flat cold eyes across a garden going through me too. "Fuck," I whispered into Rob's neck, "your cock. God, your cock." I was going to come. I was going to come from something Rob had done and something Rob had not done and I didn't care about the difference. My mouth was open against his collarbone and I could smell the party still on his skin and the party still on my hair. I came in a way that surprised me, more of it and quicker than what we usually managed sideways in the small hours, more of it and quicker than what I'd earned. I buried my face in his neck to keep the sound in.

He held me while it went through. He kept going, small, until it stopped. Then he came too, quiet and close, into me. I made the small approving noise I always make and he made the small grateful noise he always makes, and we lay there wound together with the lamp still on and my heart going harder than it had any business going.

He didn't move for a while.

Then he asked, carefully, into my hair —

“Did you like him looking at you?”

The silence went on long enough that we both felt it, and then I lifted my face and kissed him on the mouth for something to do with it, and he let me, and he didn't ask it again. But he did not turn the lamp off either. His hand was very still on my back.

"Sadie," he said quietly, into my hair.

“Yes,” I whispered back, into the dark.


2




Iwoke on the couch under my own coat with the kettle on downstairs and the Sunday going on without me.

I hadn't meant to sleep down there. I had come home and cleaned my face and got into bed and slept beside Rob for a bit. Then, in the small hours, I'd got up thirsty and come down with my phone and got sidetracked by the coat, which had somehow fallen off the hook. I had picked it up and sat down with it on my lap for a second, and the second had turned into six hours. My hair smelled of last night. My mouth felt like a small towel. One of my bra straps had cut a line into me under the shoulder, from sleeping in things I should have taken off.

Rob was at the counter in the old grey pyjamas he only puts on when he's given up trying. He had his own mug already in his hand and was scrolling for the football results with his thumb, one eye half shut against the strip light.

"There she is," he said, without turning round. "The heroine of the hour."

"Don't." I got up carefully, holding my head as if it might come off. "God. What time is it."

"Half ten." He turned round with the mug for me already. Two sugars, which is not what I have on a normal Sunday, but I did not argue. "You crashed on the way to the sofa. I came down at one and you were there talking to your coat."

"I was not talking to it."

"You were telling it something about Leanne."

I took the mug and sat on the low stool by the counter and let him hover with his own. He looked as tender as he ever gets in the morning, which is not very. He put the toast on for both of us without asking and got the marmalade out of the door of the fridge and I let him do it because I wanted him near me, and because there was something between us I hadn't said yet.

"Bin day tomorrow," he said, over his shoulder. "There's black bags under the sink."

"I know. I know already."

He put the marmalade down and leaned his back against the worktop and looked at me steadily over the rim of his mug.

I got the mug up under my chin and looked at my knees.

"Well," I said, eventually, in a voice a bit small even for me. "We survived Jodie's fortieth. Nobody threw up."

"We survived it," he said carefully. "Craig threw up."

"Craig doesn't count. Craig throws up on Christmas Eve."

He almost smiled. Then he didn't. He kept watching me over his tea. He was not going to be the one who moved this on. I liked him for it. I also wanted to shake him.

"The strap," I said. "On the dress. It slipped."

"Yeah. I saw that too."

I looked up at him properly for the first time that morning. His shoulders were up and tight, and his eyes were doing the small square thing they had done in bed.

"It slipped," I said, "and I could've put it back. I just… didn't, not for a bit."

"I know," he said quietly. "I know that too."

"Rob. I could have. I just didn't."

He put his mug down on the side, slowly, and then he folded his arms. He looked at me.

"I liked seeing another man look at you like that," he said, low. Then, when he'd watched my face for a second and did not look away — "I think… I liked watching you let him."

I felt it land in the base of my throat. He had said it once and had not tried to take any of it back. He had just put it out and left it there.

I put my mug down too.

"So did I, Rob," I said.

He nodded, small. He did not move from the worktop. His arms stayed folded. The kettle was ticking behind him as it cooled and I could hear a radio going in the next-door garden, the sort of low Sunday sound.

"Well," he said, eventually. "There we are, then."

"Suppose so." He came over and put a hand at the back of my neck, warm, and pressed his thumb firmly into the muscle under my ear where I'd slept wrong on the coat. He kept it there for a bit. He was not asking anything.

"It's just looking, though," I said, eventually. "Isn't it. — I mean. Just looking."

"Yeah," he murmured. His thumb kept moving. "Just looking."

He kept his hand on my neck, and neither of us said the rest of it.

My phone was going on the counter. Leanne, of course. Six weeks married to Craig's mate Danny a lifetime ago and single ever since, and if there is a party in a fifty-mile radius that Leanne is not at the next-day debrief of I have not been to it. She had sent a photograph of Craig at seven this morning, of his face, which nobody should ever have to look at, and then the message: well.

Just that. The full stop and everything.

I picked the phone up and turned it away from Rob and typed back don't and pressed send. Three dots came up straight away and did not go away for a long time. Then, at last: im not saying anything x.

I could feel Rob at my shoulder without having to look. I put the phone face down.

"Leanne says hi," I said.

"Leanne says a lot of things."

He kissed the top of my head and went back to the toast and the day carried on. I sat on the low stool with the mug in both hands and thought about how we'd just said out loud the thing we'd gone to bed not saying. The toast was still going brown in the toaster.
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By Wednesday it was in the WhatsApp — Jodie doing the hot tub Saturday afternoon, the last hot weekend forecast for a fortnight, and if I did not come she would end me. She had used the same phrasing about the fancy-dress and I had not been in a position to argue with it that time either. Craig had followed up with a barbecue emoji and a picture of raw sausages he was very proud of. Leanne had sent one word: yes.

I stood in front of the wardrobe on Saturday morning with the door open and the mirror on the inside of it showing me exactly what it always showed me. Rob was at the desk in the corner doing something on his laptop, back to me, half his attention.

There were three swimming things I could have gone in. The little rosebud tankini I bought in Zara three summers ago and had worn to hers every time since. A navy one-piece with a modest scoop I take to the outdoor lido when I'm on my own. And the black one, still in its shop bag from the January sale, with the plunge running to the belly button, the one I had bought and not worn and told myself I had bought for a holiday I did not yet have. I got them all out on the bed.

For a long minute I stood there with my hand on the black one.

I did not put it against me. I had tried it on in the Debenhams changing room back in January in the strip-light and had watched the assistant's face go through a small polite adjustment, and had put it back in its bag, and had bought it anyway because it was thirty pounds down from ninety and because I liked knowing it was in the drawer.

Rob's chair creaked at the desk.

"Which one?" he asked mildly, without turning round.

"I haven't decided yet."

"Sadie." He waited patiently, back still to me.

"I haven't decided, honestly."

He didn't say anything for a bit. Then the chair creaked again and he was up and behind me, arms at his sides, looking over my shoulder at the three swimming things laid out on the duvet like something for sale.

He looked at them, and he looked at me in the mirror.

"That one," he said quietly, and pointed at the black.

"Rob," I murmured warningly.

"That one, Sadie. Trust me."

I looked at him in the mirror. He looked at me back. His face had that morning-after-Sunday quiet in it again, the one he'd had at the worktop with his arms folded. He was not teasing. He was not asking.

"Alright," I said, in the end.

He did not say anything else. He went back to the desk and the chair creaked again and I stood there with the black one in my hand and my heart going hard.

I put the other two back.
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Jodie and Craig had the tub running by two and the garden was half full by three. It was one of those June afternoons that pretends it is July, hot in the shade and hotter in the sun, the smell of the barbecue coming over the fence and the group already loud on Pimm's. Leanne had got there before me because Leanne always gets there before me. She came out of the sliding door with two glasses in her hand and did a slow up-and-down of me over the rim of one of them and did not say anything, on purpose.

"Don't," I said quickly.

"I'm not saying a word. You are saying every word for me, Sadie, without me having to."

"Get in the tub," she replied sweetly. "Go on."

Rob had come in with me and had already gone to Craig, in the way Rob always goes to Craig, with a beer in each hand, one for him and one to hand over. They were in the kitchen through the sliding door talking about a thing on his phone. Rob had glanced at me once as I came out of the changing room and the muscle in his jaw had done a small thing and he had said absolutely nothing.

Marlon was on the low retaining wall at the herb end of the garden, in shorts and a plain black tee, drink in one hand and one long leg out along the stone. Not on the decks today. A guest. Elbows loose on his knees, back against the trellis. He looked up when I came out of the door and he did not look away.

Last week his face had gone still as if he had just arrived. This week his face stayed still, and his eyes were all over me, and the look I got off him was steadier now. Decided. He was in no hurry.

I got in the tub the way you get in a tub, casually, one leg then the other, and let the water come up to my waist and then to my chest and then, when I sat down on the bench under the water, to just above the tops of the plunge where the black stopped and I began.

I did not sink lower.

"Well," Leanne breathed at my ear, softly, over the drink.

"Don't."

"Not a word, Sadie, I swear. I have," she murmured innocently, "the mouth of a nun today."

I looked across at Marlon on the wall and I let myself do it. I let my eyes go where they wanted to go for as long as they wanted to be there. He was not looking at my face. He was not being subtle about it, either. His look went to the black cut of the plunge and along the line of my collarbone and up under my chin and into my eyes and stayed there.

I did not cover myself up.

He tipped his drink at me, small, for me and nobody else. His mouth did not do anything. His face did not do anything. He'd seen me choose the swimsuit, and seen me sit up high enough for it to matter, and he let me know he had.

I felt it in my thighs before I felt it anywhere else. It landed lower than I'd been expecting. My nipples were up hard under the wet black. A slow throb had started up between my legs, small and stupid and involuntary, and it kept throbbing there however still I sat.

"Sadie," said Leanne, brightly. "I can't cope with you today."

"Shush, Leanne. Shush."

Craig said something from the sliding door about the sausages, and Marlon stood off the wall in the unhurried way he stands off anything, and the length of him came up along the herbs and out into the sun. He came across the grass towards the kitchen door, and had to come along the low side of the tub to do it. On the way past he did not look down at me. He did not need to. Close enough that I could smell the sun off the cotton of his shirt and see the small dark hairs on the back of his forearm where the muscle went into the wrist, he walked past, and he did not touch anything, and he went past.

I got hold of the tub either side of me and held on. I was aching. Quietly. In a way I was going to be very careful about for the rest of the afternoon.

Leanne, into the top of her glass and low: "Sadie Reeves."

"Don't start, Leanne."

"Sadie. — You look fucking unreal today. That man is going to have a heart attack behind the herbs."

Rob came out of the kitchen at that point with Craig behind him. He walked down the garden with his beer and he stood by the far corner of the tub in the sun and he did not say anything to me and he did not need to. His mouth had gone to that small square set. I could see him keep Marlon at the edge of his eye without turning his head, and I could see him come back to me, and settle. His eye kept coming back to me. He kept it there.

He came round the tub after a while and stood behind me and put his hand at the small of my back where the swimsuit had cut in on the way in and left it there. His palm was hot from the beer glass. He did not squeeze. He did not stroke. He just kept it there, in front of a garden full of people.

We stayed like that for the length of a song coming out of the speaker. I sat up in the water in the plunge that was doing more than it should have. Rob's hand at the base of my spine. Marlon at the sliding door talking to Jodie about something and pointedly not looking at me.
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We got the last taxi again. Rob had his hand on my knee under my coat again, the way he had done coming home from the fancy-dress.

Home. The hall — kicked shoes off in the corner. Kettle on for a hot-water bottle because I could feel a period coming. Ordinary business, ordinary noises, the boiler clicking off, both of us moving round each other in the small kitchen the way we've moved round each other in this kitchen a hundred times before. He got the hot-water bottle out of the cupboard under the stairs and filled it and put it in the microwave cover and handed it to me without comment.

Upstairs. Lamp on already. Rob got into bed and picked his phone up in the automatic way he picks it up. I stood at the wardrobe and I undressed where the light of the lamp could reach me. Not a strip. I did not perform it. I just took my clothes off with my back to the cupboard door and the front of me toward the pillow, and I did not hurry, and I did not turn the small lamp off.

He put the phone face-down carefully on the duvet at his hip.

"Sadie," he said gently, watching me.

"I know." I came round to the bed and sat on the edge of it in a T-shirt and my knickers and let him look at me for a bit. He did.

"You liked being looked at today," he said quietly.

"Yeah, by everyone, really. But… I know it was mostly him."

He nodded slowly to himself, once.

He put his hand up and put his palm flat on my breastbone, above the T-shirt, warm. He did not go under it. He kept it there.

"I liked it too," he said, low. "The him bit… I liked watching another man wanting you. I don't know what to do with that yet."

"You don't have to work it out yet."

"No," he agreed softly. He kept his hand where it was.

"Rob. — It's just looking, isn't it. For now, anyway."

"For now, yeah."

I lay down against him and he came round behind me and his arm went across my ribs and his hand went low across my belly and settled where it always settles. I was soaked. I had been soaked, on and off, for six hours. He was hard against the small of my back and I was throbbing under his palm and neither of us did anything about either of them.

He kissed the top of my spine, once.

"Sadie," he murmured softly into the back of my hair. "If it stops being just looking… you'll say."

"I'll say, Rob. Alright then."

"Course." He tightened his arm a little.

He kept his hand where it was, low and warm, and I lay there in the lamp light with the whole of Jodie & Craig's garden still running through my head. The tub, the wall, Marlon's look going through the plunge and along the line of my collarbone and up under my chin. Rob's palm on me at the water's edge in front of everyone. Marlon walking past the tub without needing to look down. Leanne saying my name.

I closed my eyes and let it come round again.

It was not the same as the party. The party had happened to me. Today I had gone into the shop bag in the drawer and put the black one on, on purpose, and I had sat up in the tub instead of down in it, on purpose, and I had let another man's eyes finish the job I had started at the mirror, on purpose. And I had wanted to be wanted by him, out loud, in front of Rob, and I had been.

I did not sleep for a long time. Rob's breathing went slow behind me and his hand went slack against me. I lay there in it, thinking about the shop bag and the black one. There was another one in there I had not put on yet, the navy scoop I take to the lido. I already knew that before the summer was out I would be wearing it somewhere it was not meant to go.

Rob turned the lamp off in his sleep. He does that. He gets his hand up over his shoulder for it without properly waking up and it goes off and he never remembers he did it.

I lay there in the dark for a while with his hand on my belly and his breath at the back of my neck.

Just looking. For now.
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Marlon's building had a communal door with a keypad on it, and a laminated note stuck to the glass telling you Amazon wouldn't be leaving parcels in the porch anymore. He'd texted the code the night before. I stood on the step for about half a second longer than I needed to, in my long coat over the little grey wool dress I'd told myself was the "photos" outfit, and pressed the buttons in the order he'd sent.

The stairs went up two flights, painted a magnolia that had gone yellow in the corners. I could hear something with a bassline coming through the door on the top landing before I'd got to it. He'd left it on the latch. I pushed it open a couple of inches and stopped there, my hand on it.

"Come in, Sadie." His voice from further inside, not raised. He was not going to come to the door.

I came in quietly and shut it behind me and toed my boots off on the mat. His flat was one big room with a kitchen at one end and a window along one wall, and at the other end a wide bit of the magnolia wall had had the picture rails taken off it, making a plain surface. A tripod was up in front of that. The decks were on a long bench under the window, headphones on the desk beside them, a mug next to that. The place didn't smell like a smokers' flat — it smelled like coffee and something clean, laundry maybe, and the outside coming in through the open sash. Marlon was crossing the room with a coffee for me. Jeans, plain black jumper, sleeves pushed up to the elbow. He handed the mug over without any ceremony.

"White, no sugar," he said. "Craig told me."

"He would've done."

He tipped his own mug at mine, small. "You want a couple of minutes." I told him I was alright, and he checked I was sure, and I said I was, and we drank our coffee at the window and said nothing for a bit. I stood by the sill and looked at the wall he'd cleared and the tripod in front of it, and I did the tally in my head. Grey dress. Bra. Black tights. The clean underwear I'd chosen at seven this morning and not told Rob about. The lipstick, which I had put on in a service-station toilet on the way over because I hadn't wanted to put it on at home. He watched me. We drank our coffee.

He put his mug down finally. "Right, then."

"Ready when you are." I put mine down too, next to his.

"Come and stand where the tape is." He'd put a bit of blue tape on the floorboards under the wall. I went over quietly and stood on it. He was already back at the tripod, hands on the camera, adjusting something with one finger and looking at me through the little screen. "Coat off."

I took it off. He nodded me toward a chair by the wall and I dropped it neatly over the back of it. When I got back to the mark he had the camera up to his eye and was scrolling the ring on the front of the lens with his thumb, unhurried. The room was quiet and I was going to be the one moved around in it.

"Hands loose." I dropped them. "Chin down a fraction. — There." The shutter went. Not a big theatrical noise, just a soft click. "Turn your head, this way. Not the shoulder. Just the head. — There." Another click. "Look at the lens."

I looked at the lens. His face was hidden behind it. His hands were on it and the strap was round his neck. His forearms were up in the light from the window, dark against the plain wall behind me and the plain wall behind him. I was standing on a piece of blue tape, being looked at through a piece of glass by a man who was telling me where to put my chin. "Good. Again. Same, chin down a fraction more." Two shots, evenly paced.

He was doing it flat. He wasn't sweetening it, wasn't asking whether I was alright, or whether the light was too much, or whether I wanted a break in a minute. He was giving me a small instruction, waiting until I did it, taking the shot, giving the next one. I stopped noticing my hands after the fourth or fifth. My hands had a place to be — down, still — and my chin had a place to be, and my eyes had a place to be, and I stopped needing to check on any of it. He told me where the bits of me went and I put them there.

"Turn side-on. Face me. Right hand up on the neck of the dress, at the collar. Look off, that way, past the tripod." I did it, and the shutter clicked again. "Dress off the shoulder, that side. — Little more. Stop." I pushed the neckline off my shoulder carefully. The wool caught briefly on the bra strap and I felt him wait, and I got it clear and it dropped and the strap was showing, plain white against my skin. The camera clicked. "Look at me."

I looked at him. He held the camera on me a long second before he took the shot. He was not smiling — his mouth was doing nothing at all. He was looking at me through the glass and letting me see he was, and letting me stand there in a dress off one shoulder in a stranger's flat. The shutter went softly.

"Dress down. All the way to the waist." I took a breath in and I let it out slowly. I put my hands to the neckline and I pulled it down carefully, over my chest, over the bra, all the way to my waist, and left it bunched off my hips. My bra was the plain black one, wired, and it wasn't doing me any favours, but I stopped worrying about that immediately, because he was looking, and he had the camera up on me, and my body was where he was putting it. "Hand at your hip. Chin down. Look here." Three shots close together. "Take the bra off."

I reached round behind me for the clasp and it came undone easily. I hooked my thumbs under the straps and slid them off my shoulders and let the bra fall onto my forearm. I held my arm across my chest for a second. Then, because he had not asked me to hold my arm across my chest, I dropped my arm slowly. He lowered the camera to his waist.

He took in my tits properly, in the light from the window, while I stood in front of his camera holding my grey dress at my waist. His eyes went over the whole of me for maybe five seconds without doing anything with his face at all, and he didn't hurry it, and he didn't soften it with a compliment. My nipples had gone hard and I could feel them going harder while he looked, tight and stinging in the cool of the room. My pulse was up under my throat, and lower down there was a slow deep pull between my legs that I hadn't asked for and couldn't turn off. The window was open behind him and the outside was making the ordinary noises of a Tuesday afternoon — someone's car going past, a magpie, the faint bass from the flat downstairs. I stood in it, half-undressed, wet already, being looked at by a man I barely knew, and there was nowhere else on earth I wanted to be. "Your nipples are hard," he said flatly. I said I knew. "Good." He picked the camera back up and took the shot.

He worked me for another ten minutes like that. Standing, sitting on the arm of the chair, hair pushed back off my face with the dress round my waist and my hands on the arm of the chair, no bra, one leg crossed over the other. He never once asked. He said what he wanted me to do; I did it. My tits were bare in his flat and a stranger was framing them through a lens, and instead of shame I felt a hot low clench every time the shutter went, my thighs squeezed together on the chair to keep some pressure on the ache. And in the middle of the fourth or fifth setup, when I was on the chair with my hand on my own thigh where he had put it, he came over from behind the tripod and adjusted my bra strap — it was down round my elbow, resting where I'd left it. He picked it carefully off my arm and moved it a little further down. His hand was against my forearm for as long as it took him to do it, his skin plainly dark against mine — dark fingers, my pale arm — and the sight of it went straight through me and settled low and wet between my legs. He did it without looking at my face. Then he stepped back to the camera. "That'll do."

He put the camera down on the desk. I sat there another second on the arm of his chair, the dress round my waist and no bra, my hand on my own thigh where he had put it, and my body was throbbing hard between my legs at a rate I hadn't been prepared for. Then I made myself get up. The bra went back on, and the dress up, and my hair down — all of it in front of him, because he was in the room and there was nowhere else to do it, and he didn't turn away because he had no reason to. The camera sat on the desk. He'd gone to the kitchen to top up his coffee. I got my coat on.

At the door he came over. He stopped a foot away and put his hand out to move a bit of my hair off my cheek where the coat collar had caught it, and his hand stayed there for a second and then went back to his side. "Thursday week, then," he said quietly.

"See you Thursday week," I said, and he told me flatly that I'd come. He opened the door for me, and I went down his stairs on the yellowed magnolia and out into the street and got the number 11 back into town with my bag held on my lap.
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I went to the surgery on the Friday afternoon in my lunch break and sat in the waiting room with a bag of hairdryer heads I'd been meaning to drop at the courier's for a week, and when the nurse called me in she called me in for a pill review. I said I hadn't been on it since I was twenty-six, and she said fine, and did the questions and the blood pressure and gave me the prescription. Boots filled it on my way back to the salon. I told Rob about it that evening at the sink while he was doing the plates.

"I went to the doctor's today, on my lunch," I said. "I've started back on the pill."

He didn't turn round. He put the plate on the rack. "Alright," he said carefully. "Anything I should know?"

"Just for safety. That's all."

"For safety." He took the next plate off the pile. Then he said, "Right, then," and he kept the rest of what he was thinking to himself, and I was grateful to him for it. I dried my hands and went upstairs. The strip of tablets I'd got from Boots was in my coat pocket in the hall. I got them out and put them on the shelf in the bathroom next to the toothpaste. I was not going to hide them in a drawer as if they were a thing to hide.
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The thing at Jodie and Craig's on the Saturday was the sort of do that started at half seven and had no discernible reason for being. Craig had bought a new speaker and wanted people round to listen to it. He was calling it a housewarming and Jodie was calling it a party and Leanne was calling it the speaker. There'd be food. There'd be too many people in a small house. Marlon would be there, because Marlon was always there.

I got ready in a mood I did not put a name to. I put a black skirt on and a black top on, and the good underwear again, and a lipstick. I did my hair in a low ponytail. Rob watched me from the bedroom door in his ordinary shirt and kept whatever he was thinking to himself. "You alright?" he asked.

"I'm alright."

"You've got that face on."

"I've got the face I've got." He let me have that. He put his hand at the small of my back going through the front door and it stayed there down the path to the taxi.

Their front room was full by the time we came in. The speaker was a black cube on the sideboard, doing something to a Talking Heads record that filled the whole of the downstairs. Leanne got me by the elbow with a bottle in one hand and a glass in the other and a look on her that had already been reading the room. "He's in the kitchen," she murmured, without a hello. "With Craig." She poured me a glass of white and pressed it into my hand and looked at me over the rim of her own. "You're doing something, Sadie."

"I'm having a glass of wine at Jodie and Craig's."

"Sadie."

"Leanne." She let me alone. Leanne knew, and had known since the tub, and she kept her mouth shut about it in company, and then said every one of the things I didn't want said the second we were out of it. I loved her for it. I went through to the kitchen with my glass, and Rob went into the front room to find Craig — the wrong way round, because Craig was in the kitchen — and Marlon was leaning on the sink drinking from a bottle. He clocked me coming in and said nothing, and I said nothing, and I stood at the fridge and did a stupid bit of business with a magnet.

Craig noticed neither of us. He was on to Jodie about the speaker and something about a subwoofer and did she know he'd had to move the fridge to run the cable, and she said something short and busy back at him. Rob came in and put a hand on my hip briefly on his way past, then went through to the back to talk to Craig about the cable. It was in that gap — Craig in the back with Rob, Jodie two feet from me on her phone — that Marlon put his bottle down on the drainer.

He looked across at me. His head tipped once toward the door out of the kitchen.

I set my glass down on the side.

I went past Jodie and out into the little hall behind the kitchen, and I took the door on the left, which I knew opened onto the spare room they kept for his mum when she came up. Marlon came in behind me and pushed the door most of the way to. He left it a few inches short of the frame.

There was a bed and a chest of drawers with a lamp already on top of it. He set his bottle down next to the lamp. "Come here," he said, and I went to him. He had his back to the chest, and he put his hands at my hips and pulled me the last foot to him. I put my hands on his chest through the shirt and stood there against him for a second, doing nothing, letting the weight of the two of us settle. His shirt was cotton and it smelled of the outside and the drink he'd been drinking. His hands were on my hips and they were not stroking. They were holding.

"Look at me," he said, and I looked up at him. He kissed me, slowly, without checking first. His mouth was warm and steady and his tongue came into mine, and I opened for him and heard my own breath go, and my knees went a bit useless under me. His hand came up under the black top and settled flat on my ribs and moved up over my bra and closed on my tit. He was firm about it. He didn't squeeze the way Rob squeezes — he held it, weighed it, and I felt him decide he had it. I made a small sound into his mouth and he made a small sound back and neither of us stopped.

The door was open six inches at my back. I could hear the party going on the other side of it — somebody had put another record on, and somebody laughed in the front room and it carried down the hall. Marlon lifted his mouth off mine and looked at me for a second. "Top up," he said.

I pulled my top up. I did it myself, up over my bra and up over my head, and I put it on the chest next to his bottle. Then I stood there in my black bra in front of a man who was fully dressed, in a borrowed spare room, with the door open six inches onto the hall. His eyes went over me plainly and I let them go over me plainly, and my nipples were hard through the wire already, and I was wet under my skirt and had been since the hall. "Bra," he said.

I reached back and undid it and let it drop, and I stood there in the low lamp with my tits out and my skirt on and a party going on down the hall. He looked at me first — at my tits, at my hard nipples, taking his time about it, the way he'd taken his time over the camera. "There they are," he said flatly, like he'd been waiting on them. Then his hand went round the back of my neck and pulled me forward against him. His mouth came down onto my breast and closed round the nipple and sucked, and I heard the sound come up out of my own throat as if it had come out of another woman entirely. His mouth was hot and wet on me and my hands went up into his hair without me telling them to. The door stood open at my back — the slit of hallway light was there in the corner of my eye, plain as anything — and I did not move to close it. The throb had got hard enough now that I pressed my thighs together against it, my clit pushing up against the seam of my knickers, and it did nothing but make it worse.

He worked one nipple and then the other, and I stood in it and let him do it, and after a while I put my hand down between us and pressed my palm against him through his jeans. He was hard, and he was thick under my hand in a way I had felt through a pair of jeans exactly one other time in my life. I ran the flat of my hand up the length of him once, slowly, learning the shape of it — the size of it — and he made a low sound against my breast. "That's what you came for," he said, not stopping. "Say it."

"Yeah," I whispered. "That's what I came for."

His hand was cupped up under my tit, dark against the pale of it, dark against my chest, and I could see the contrast plainly because the lamp was on us, and I was looking because I wanted to be looking. I wanted to see his black hand on me. That was the thing I had not said to anyone, and here it was in a spare room, and my pussy was aching with it, soaked and empty.

Somebody came down the hall. I heard the steps and I did not move, and Marlon did not move either. Whoever it was came almost to the door and then went past it into the bathroom next door, and the bathroom lock went across, and Marlon lifted his head off my chest at last and looked at me. "You're soaking through that skirt for me," he said, flat and certain. "You want my cock. You've wanted it since the tub." His thumb moved slow over my wet nipple while he said it, and my whole body pulled toward him. "You want to keep going."

"Not here," I got out. "God. Not here."

He nodded once. "Then that's where we get to."

"I want to," I said. He looked at me another second, then brought his hand out from under my tit and picked the bra off the top of the chest and handed it to me, plainly, no ceremony. I put it on and he watched me put it on. I got the top over my head and my hair back through the ponytail and made myself breathe once, in and out, with my whole body still lit and going. "Thursday still, then," I said.

"You'll be there," he said.

I did the top down at the hem and picked my bra strap out from under the shoulder where it had rucked, and I opened the door and went out into the hall. Leanne was leaning on the wall halfway down it with her drink held up under her chin, deliberately not looking at me. She said nothing. She waited for me to be past her, and then said quietly at my shoulder, "Kitchen. Right now."

I went into the kitchen. Rob was standing at the sink with a beer, not doing anything with it, and he looked round when I came in. I watched him take me in — the ponytail put back, the flush that was on me, the top slightly the wrong way round on the shoulder from where I'd got dressed in a hurry. He put the beer down on the drainer. "Alright," he said quietly, and I said I was alright, and he asked if I was okay. "I'm okay, Rob." He nodded slowly and did not ask anything else in the kitchen. He came over and set his palm flat on my lower back, let it stay a second, and dropped it. Then he went and got my coat off the hook and handed it over. "Come on," he murmured. "We'll walk to the corner and get a taxi."
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In the taxi his hand settled on my knee and stayed, unmoving, for two streets. Then, at the third set of lights, he spoke without turning his head. "Sadie. I'm not going to ask what happened."

"Alright."

"I don't want to know… I mean I do want to. But I don't." He took a breath and let it out slowly through his nose. "Whatever this is going to be," he murmured, low, into the corner of the cab, "I'm not going to be the one telling you how to do it. It's your shout." I looked at him and he was not looking at me — he was looking at the back of the seat in front of him and holding his face carefully steady.

"You've thought about that," I said, and he nodded and told me he'd thought about it all week. "And I mean it, Sadie. I want to know — later, not now. But you make the call. Whatever the call is. I'm here."

"Alright, Rob." He kept his face to the front and I let him keep it there. I wrapped my hand round his on my knee and held it. The taxi went round the roundabout and up onto our road. My body was still going — I was wet through my knickers and had been for an hour, my nipples still up and sore from Marlon's mouth, a low ache in me that Rob's hand on my knee did nothing to touch and was not meant to. My mouth still tasted of the last mouthful of wine and the last kiss, the two of them mixing up in me.

He'd handed me the call, and he'd meant it, and it was mine now to make. Thursday was three days off. I already knew I'd be at Marlon's flat with my coat off inside ten minutes of the door shutting, and I knew I'd tell Rob the night before so it was said out loud, and I knew exactly what I was going to let happen once I got there. I laid my head back against the seat with my husband's hand under mine, and I made the call, and I kept it to myself for now, and my body would not settle the whole way home.
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Itold Rob the Wednesday night, at the sink, because I had said I would say it out loud and I meant to keep to that.

"It's tomorrow," I told him. "Tomorrow, at Marlon's. After work."

He had a glass in his hand and he put it on the rack and turned the tap off. "Right," he said. He didn't ask me what I meant by it. He'd worked out what I meant by it days ago, in the taxi, and he'd handed me the call there.

"I want you there," I said.

That got him to look at me. He dried his hands on the tea towel slowly and met my eye over it, and I watched his throat move once.

"You want me there."

"Yeah." I turned round and leaned my back on the counter next to him. "Not to do anything, just — there. I want you in the room." I had thought about how to say the next part all week and there wasn't a clean way, so I said it plainly. "And I've asked Leanne."

"Course you have."

"She wants to come. She's wanted to since the tub, if we're honest about it." I picked at the edge of the tea towel in his hand. "I just want people there who are glad to be there. That's the whole of it, really. Nobody who didn't ask to see it."

He was quiet for a bit. He put the towel down on the counter and stood with his hands flat on the edge of it either side of him. "You've thought about all of it," he said.

"I have."

"Who's watching, and where," he said.

"That's mine to sort out," I said. "You said so yourself."

"I said," he agreed, low. He looked at the tap for a second, and then he looked back at me, and whatever he'd been holding in his face let go of a little. "Alright, Sadie." His voice had gone rough at the bottom of it, standing there in his work shirt with the plates half done. He put his hand on my hip, once, and left it there a moment, and took it off. "I'll be there."

I went up and got ready the next evening. I didn't pick something to hide in. I picked a wrap dress in a dark green jersey that undid at one tie at the waist, because I wanted the taking-off of it to be a thing that happened in front of them and not a wrestle over my own head. Good underwear under it, black, because I'd decided he would see that too. I did my hair and my face the way I do them when I want to be looked at. On the way down I paused in the landing mirror. This time I didn't check the strap and the hem and the ride of it. I looked at the whole of me instead. Three people were coming to a flat that evening to look at me, and I stood there and let that be true.

My phone went on the bed. Leanne.

you actually mean this

yes

sadie i will behave i swear. do i bring anything. is that mad. what do you bring and then, before I'd answered, im bringing wine im not turning up empty handed to watch my best mate get and then nothing, the sentence just stopped there, and then x

I put the phone in my bag. Rob was on the landing in a clean shirt he'd changed into without being told, and he had his car keys in his hand.

"Ready," he said. I went past him down the stairs and out to the car, and he drove us over with both hands on the wheel and the radio off. I watched the streetlights come and go across his face and said nothing, and my whole body was already up and going a good twenty minutes before we got there.
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Leanne's little Corsa was already parked up outside when we pulled in. She was sitting in it with the interior light on, and she got out when she saw us — a going-out top and jeans, a bottle of wine held by the neck in one hand. She came round to me on the pavement, looked at me, and for once in her life said nothing at all. Then she said, "You look — " and caught herself, and shook her head, and hugged me hard, the bottle knocking against my shoulder blade.

"You're allowed to talk," I told her.

"I'm not sure I am, actually." She let me go and held me at arm's length by the elbows and had a proper look. "You alright? Genuinely."

"I am, Leanne. I promise."

"And you want me here. You're not just being nice."

"I asked you, didn't I? I don't — I don't ask people to things to be nice, Leanne. You know I don't."

She breathed out. "No. No, you don't." She looked past me at Rob, who was locking the car, and Rob gave her a small nod and she gave him one back. Then the three of us went up to the door with the keypad, and I put the code in, and we went up the two flights with Leanne muttering "God, the stairs" behind me. I could hear the bass through the top door before we got to it, the same as before, except that this time I wasn't on my own on the landing with my heart in my mouth. I had my husband on one side and my best mate on the other and a bottle of wine going up with us, like we were going to anybody's for the evening.

The door was off the latch for us. I went in first.

Marlon was at the far end by the window, and he'd changed nothing about the flat for us. I liked that — the decks under the sill, the cleared wall, the tripod folded down in the corner tonight, the camera nowhere I could see it. He had jeans on and a dark shirt and his feet were bare, and he looked up when we came in and took the three of us in slowly, without hurrying over it.

"Sadie," he said. Then, to Rob, level: "Rob." And to Leanne, "You'll be Leanne."

"I will," said Leanne, holding the wine up in both hands. "I brought — "

"Kitchen's there." He said it plainly, flat and even, and Leanne went and put the bottle down and came back. He got the glasses down. He gave Rob a beer from the fridge without asking whether he wanted one, and poured Leanne a wine, and handed me nothing, and kept his eyes on me steadily while he didn't.

"You want to sit down," he told Rob. There was one armchair set a little back from the middle of the room, angled at the cleared wall, put there for the man who was going to watch. Rob went and sat in it with his beer. Leanne took the end of the sofa nearest him. That left the bare floor in front of the cleared wall, where the blue tape had been the week before, and it left me.

Marlon didn't tell me to stand on anything. He came across the room to me instead, unhurried, and stopped in front of me, close, and looked down at me. The room had gone quiet apart from the low music. I could feel Rob behind me to the left and Leanne to the right and the window open at the far end letting the evening in, and every bit of me was standing up and waiting.

"You sorted all this," he said, low, just for me, though the room could hear it. "Who's here. That you'd come." He put one hand flat on the side of my neck, his thumb under my jaw, and tipped my face up. "So you start it."

I reached up and untied the one tie at my waist and let the wrap dress fall open down the front of me. Then I shrugged it back off my shoulders and let it drop off my arms onto the floor. I stood there in a man's flat in my black bra and knickers, in front of my husband and my best friend and the man I'd arranged the whole evening for.

"There," I said.

He looked at me for a while before he touched me. He walked round me once, slowly, the way he'd moved me around in front of the camera, and I stood still and let him, in front of the other two. When he came back round to the front of me he reached out and pulled the cups of my bra down under my tits without unhooking it, so they sat shoved up on the wire, and he weighed one heavily in his hand. His hand was dark against me the way it had been in the spare room, dark fingers spread on the white of me, except that this time there was a lamp and a window and two people watching him do it, and I could see it plainly. I wanted to see it. He rolled my nipple slowly between his finger and thumb until it stiffened and I made a small noise, and he watched my face while he did it, and he was not smiling. My nipple stung and I was already wet in my knickers and I hadn't done a single thing but stand there and be handled.

"Take the rest off," he said.

I got the bra undone and dropped it. I hooked my thumbs in my knickers, slid them slowly down and stepped out of them, and then I was naked in front of the three of them and all three of them were dressed. Leanne had gone still at her end of the sofa with her wine halfway to her mouth. Rob sat forward with his forearms on his knees, not moving. I could feel the two of them looking, a pressure on my bare skin, and my body answered it before my head had any say in the matter. My nipples went hard, a slow heavy pull built between my legs, a wet ache started up low down. I hadn't been touched anywhere that would explain it. Being looked at was doing it on its own.

Marlon put two fingers under my chin and turned my face toward where Rob sat. "Look at your husband," he said quietly. I looked at Rob. Rob held my eyes, his face open, and I let him watch me look at him while another man stood behind me and ran a hand slowly down the flat of my belly. Marlon's fingers went between my legs from behind and found me soaked, and let out a low sound about it, once, into the side of my hair. "Soaked," he said. "In front of all of them." He said it flatly, and behind me I heard Leanne breathe out sharply through her teeth.

"Yeah," I said. My voice had gone to almost nothing. "I know."

He took me by the shoulder and turned me and put me down on my knees on the rug in front of him, facing the room, facing them, and he unbuttoned his jeans and took himself out over the waistband. And there it was. I'd felt the size of it through his jeans in the spare room and told myself I'd made it bigger in my head than it would turn out to be, and I hadn't. It was long and thick and heavy with it, dark, the head of it already wet and shining in the lamp. It was there in front of my face, close enough to touch, and I looked at it and heard myself make a sound I hadn't planned to make. My mouth had gone wet, and so had I.

"Fucking hell," said Leanne, very quietly, from the sofa. Nobody told her off for it.

"Go on, then," Marlon said. He didn't push my head. He put one hand loosely in my hair and left the rest to me. I took him in my hand. I couldn't get my fingers all the way round him, and not being able to only wound me tighter, left me clenching on nothing. I leaned in and licked the wet head of him slowly, and put my mouth over it and took him in. He was heavy and hot on my tongue, so thick my lips stretched round him. I got maybe half of him before he touched the back of my throat and had to pull off, my eyes running, and get my breath and go at him again. Spit ran off my chin and dropped onto my own bare tits and I didn't care. I couldn't take all of him and it only made me ache to keep trying, wet between my legs from the work of it, my nipples aching hard. I'd never once had to think about a thing like that in my life. Now I was kneeling on a rug learning it in front of my husband, my jaw stretched wide, both hands and my mouth full of black cock and nowhere near the root of it. He let me work at it and watched me try. "That's it," he said quietly. "As much as you can." Then, over my head, to Rob, without taking his eyes off me: "Look at your wife. Gagging on a black cock in front of you like a slut." Nobody had ever called me that in my life, and hearing it with my mouth full of him nearly finished me on the spot.

Behind me I heard Rob shift, and I didn't stop. Marlon's cock was as far down my throat as it would go, my hand round the base of it working what my mouth couldn't reach. I was making a wet mess of myself and I wanted every one of them to see me do it. Rob especially, and Leanne too. Under the cock in my mouth the other thing was going all on its own, the being-looked-at, a deep steady throb between my legs that got heavier every time I remembered the room was full and my knickers were on the floor.

He let me go at it for a while, then took his cock out of my mouth and drew me up onto my feet by the elbow. He reached down to the jeans round his thighs, got a condom out of the pocket and rolled it down himself, dark under the pale rubber, and I watched him do it and was glad of it. It was the one rule I'd held to for tonight. Then he turned me by the hip to face the room again and bent me forward over the arm of the sofa, a flat hand between my shoulder blades. I folded down over it facing Leanne, my face a foot from hers, my arse up and open behind me to him and to Rob's chair. I was so wet by then it had gone slick on the inside of my thighs.

"Sadie," Leanne whispered. She'd put her wine down and had her hand pressed over her own mouth, her eyes huge.

"It's okay," I told her, bent over the arm of her seat with my arse in the air. "I want this. I promise you I do."

Marlon took hold of my hips and I felt the head of him drag heavily through the wet of me and press, and then he pushed in steadily, and the stretch of him going in caught the breath in my chest. He wasn't gentle and he wasn't rough. He took me at his own pace, sure of it. He fed himself into me in three or four long even pushes, more of him than I was ready for each time, stretching me open around him. His hips came up flush against the backs of my thighs and he was in me to the hilt, and the sound I made went out across the quiet room. His hands were dark and spread wide on the white of my hips. If I looked down past myself I could see them there — dark hands, my pale skin, his black cock buried in me to the root, and Leanne's face six inches from mine watching it go in. Beside my ear she breathed something, half a word, and pressed her fingers to her own mouth. I was clenched tight around the thickness of him, wet enough that the next push slid in easily, and it was the fullest I had ever been.

"There it is," he said evenly behind me. "All of it. Every inch, now."

"Oh, fuck," I got out. "Fuck, you're — "

"I know." He drew almost all the way out, slowly, and slid it all back, and I felt every inch of the drag of him. "Say it."

"You're so big. God. You're so much — you're so big."

He started to move properly then, long and deep and even. It built in me fast and hard, because I'd been wet and ready and quietly coming apart for two hours before he'd laid a finger on me. The arm of the sofa took my weight. Every stroke pushed the breath out of me and dragged another sound up after it, and I could feel how wet I was around him, the slick drag of it each time he went back in to the root. Leanne watched my face from a foot away and I let her watch it, and off to my left Rob said my name once, low. "Sadie." Just that, and nothing after it. Marlon reached round under me and found my clit with two fingers and rubbed it firmly while he fucked me. "That's my cunt now," he said flatly, not slowing. "Look at your friend watching you take it. What a slut her mate turns into on a black cock." And I heard myself start to beg.

"Please," I was saying, "please, fuck, don't stop, please — I'm going to — "

"Then come," he said. "Come on that black cock, slut. Let them watch you do it." And I did. I came with my best friend's face a foot from mine, my husband a few feet off, a black cock driving up into me and his fingers going hard on my clit. It went through me so fiercely I lost the sound of it, my whole body clamping down and shuddering around him. He didn't stop. He fucked me straight through it and carried on the same as before, and I sagged over the arm of the sofa with my legs gone under me and my face wet, and I made no attempt to hide a second of it from any of them.

He pulled out while I was still shaking, turned me over onto my back on the sofa cushions with my legs open and knelt up over me, and I looked up the dark length of him at his face doing nothing at all. I reached down between my own legs and held myself open for him, because I wanted him back inside me and I wanted them to see me ask for it. "Again," I said. "Please — I can take it now." He fed himself back into me with my knees pushed up by my chest, folded right up. This time I could watch the whole thing — his dark cock sliding in and out of me, his hand splayed dark on the pale inside of my thigh, holding me open, my own body opening and clenching around him and doing exactly what he told it to. Folded up like that he got in deeper, the head of him pushing against something that pulled a cry out of me on every stroke, and he brought his thumb down onto my clit and worked it in tight circles. "Fuck," I heard myself say, "oh fuck, I'm going to come again." "Go on, then," he said. "Show them." And I did, clenching down hard around his cock, giving the room my face while it came apart, and he fucked me straight through that one too and didn't slow, the slap of him against me loud in the quiet of the room. Leanne had come off the sofa and was kneeling by the arm of it with her hand in my hair, not seeming to know she'd put it there. Rob was up out of the chair and standing close now, close enough to touch, watching my face, and I reached out blind and got a fistful of his shirt and held onto it while Marlon used me in front of him.

Marlon pulled out for the second time, stripped the condom off in one pull, knelt up over me and finished himself with his hand, and it came out of him in hot stripes across my belly and up over my tits. I lay there under it with my chest heaving and let it go where it went, and it was the filthiest thing anyone had ever done to me and I'd asked for every part of it.

For a second nobody said anything. The music was still going low from the window end. Marlon knelt back off me, breathing hard, and looked at the mess of me on his sofa and simply took it in. "You did well," he said flatly, and got up and went to the kitchen for a cloth, and wiped his cum off my tits himself, businesslike, and that was that.
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I got dressed in front of them the same way I'd got undressed, in no hurry. Leanne sat back on the sofa and drank the wine she'd never got round to drinking, watching me do the tie up at my waist with her eyes still not quite normal. Marlon saw us to the door. He put my dress collar straight with one hand, flat, no ceremony, and he told me he'd see me, and I said he would, and that was that. On the landing, going down, Leanne got hold of my arm.

"I have to say something now," she said, "because I've been not saying it for an hour and I'm going to burst."

"Go on."

"Sadie." She paused on the stairs. "That was the single filthiest thing I have ever seen with my own eyes in my life, and you looked — " she cast round for it " — you looked like you were exactly where you wanted to be. That's the bit. That's the bit I can't get over." She squeezed my arm hard. "You okay?"

"I'm alright, Leanne. I'd tell you if I wasn't." She went off to her Corsa and I got in Rob's car.

He drove us home the way he'd driven us there, the streets emptier now, no radio. Now I was wrung out in the seat beside him, my thighs still not steady, the smell of another man on my skin under my clothes. He put his hand on my knee at the first set of lights and left it there. Neither of us said much for a while.

"You okay?" he asked, eventually, on the long road home.

"Yeah." I turned my head against the seat and looked at his profile in the passing lights. "Are you?"

He thought about it properly before he answered. "I don't know yet," he murmured. "I think so. I couldn't stop looking. That's the truth of it." He glanced at me and back at the road. "You looked happy."

"I was happy."

He nodded, and drove, and kept his hand on my knee, and I let him have the quiet after it because it was a fair thing to want. I lay back heavily in the seat and told myself the true things, which were that I loved my husband, and that his hand on my knee was the thing I trusted most in the world, and that we'd be fine. Every bit of that was true. But there was one more thing underneath it that I hadn't expected to find. The best of tonight had been the part in the middle, bent over the arm of the sofa with the three of them watching, when I'd stopped being a woman anybody was minding and turned into a thing being used. When he'd put the word slut on me with my husband six feet off, and I'd worked at his cock harder for it. More than the wanting, more than the being looked at, more than the size of him — that was the part I'd wanted most, and I hadn't known it about myself until I stood in that room. I didn't say it to Rob. I laced my fingers through his on my knee and looked out at the ordinary road going by, and I already knew I'd be wanting it again before the week was out.
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We got the tents up in the top corner of the field by seven, the four of them in a rough half-circle round the two camp stoves, the way we've pitched them every August for years. Craig always gets us the same corner. It's the far one, up the slope away from the main drag, backed onto the hedge with the stage a good field and a half off, so the noise comes up softly and you can hear yourself over it. Families down the bottom, the young ones over by the bar, us up top on our own patch of grass. Nobody near enough to bother us, and nobody near enough to see what we got up to unless they climbed all the way up the slope to look — and nobody was going to do that.

I had thought about that when I packed the car. I had thought about it a lot, if I am honest, standing at the wardrobe on the Thursday with the holdall open on the bed.

It had happened twice more since the flat. Both times just me, in the afternoon, at his. No Rob, no Leanne, no arranging. Only me getting the number 11 across town and coming home afterwards with my legs not right and the smell of him on my skin that I didn't always wash off before Rob got in. Rob knew when I'd been. He didn't ask for the details and I didn't offer them. Some of it was ours and most of it wasn't, and we'd both got used to that.

So when Jodie put it on the group chat, three weeks out — the festival was on, were we all in — I typed back that we were, and then I sat with my thumb over the screen for a minute and rang her instead.

It took me two goes to get it out to her. There was a stretch in the middle where she went completely quiet, which Jodie never does. But by the end of the call Jodie knew. She'd said she wanted to be there for it, in a small careful voice that was not like her either, and she'd said she would tell Craig herself. Which she did. Craig rang me back that same night, all bluster, saying of course, whatever we wanted, he wasn't going to be weird about it — and then went weird about it for ninety seconds and hung up. But he was in. They were both in. That was the thing I'd done that week, quietly, on my own, before I'd said a word about it to Rob: I'd asked more people in.

I told Rob after. He went still for a second, then nodded, once, and found something to do with his hands.

"Jodie and Craig," he said.

"They both want to be there, and I didn't push it, honestly." I was folding things into the holdall and carefully not looking at him while I said it. "I only ever ask the ones who'll be glad of it. You know that about me by now."

He watched me pack for a bit. Then he said, "It's getting bigger, then." I said yes, it was. He nodded again and went and got the tent bags down from the loft.

Now we were here. The fire Craig had going in the little pit was throwing more light than heat. Leanne sat in a camping chair with her feet up on the cool box and a can in her hand, watching me steadily across the flames, past being surprised by any of it now and frankly enjoying herself. Jodie was quieter. She kept glancing at me and glancing away, doing too much with the food, and I let her have that. It was a big thing for her. It had been a big thing for me once too, back at the start of the summer.

Marlon came up to us at about half eight with a bag slung over one arm and put his tent up on his own, off the end of our half-circle, close enough to be with us and set apart enough to be his. He'd played an afternoon set on the little second stage and had the evening off. He took a can when Craig offered him one and sat down against the cool box, one long leg out, and said not very much.

He's easy in himself. Craig filled the quiet, going on about the festival and the traffic on the way down and the state of the toilets, and Marlon let him and drank his can. Every so often his eyes came over the fire and found me and stayed a second longer than they needed to before they moved off.

I felt each one of those in the same low place I'd felt them at the tub back in June. I was in a thin cotton sundress with nothing much under it, because it had been thirty degrees all day. I'd swum in the afternoon in the navy scoop I keep for the lido, in the roped-off bit of river below the campsite, with the whole group and half the crowd there watching. I'd felt eyes on me in the water and let them stay and not once put my arms across myself. Leanne had clocked it from the bank, sunglasses down her nose. Jodie had seen it too — and seen Marlon, and gone quiet working something out. The charge of it had stayed on me all evening.

The dark came down properly. Somebody two fields over let off a firework early and got booed. The families thinned out and the music from the main stage thickened up, coming over the hedge in a low wall of bass I could feel through the ground. Craig put more wood on. Jodie sat down at last, close in beside Craig, her hand on his knee. Leanne caught my eye and for once didn't say anything. Rob, next to me on the ground with his shoulder against mine, had gone quiet.

Marlon finished his can, set it down, and looked at me across the fire, and this time he didn't move his eyes off.

"Come here," he said.

He said it low, over the bass coming across the dark, and everyone at the fire heard it, and nobody pretended not to. I got up off the ground. Rob's shoulder came away from mine and he let it. I walked round to where Marlon sat and stood in front of him in the light of the fire, in my thin dress, the whole circle gone quiet behind me. I was already wet from the four steps it took to get to him.

He didn't get up. He looked up at me and put his hand round the back of my calf, running it slowly up my leg, under the hem of the dress, up to where I had nothing on underneath. He found me soaked and made a low sound in his throat. "Off," he said, meaning the dress. I took the hem in both hands, pulled it up over my head and dropped it on the grass. Then I was naked in the open, the night air cool on all of me, my nipples gone hard in it before he'd even touched them. Leanne swore under her breath somewhere behind me. Jodie went completely still. Craig said nothing at all for the first time all weekend. I was standing naked in front of my husband, my best mate, and the couple whose Christmas do we'd been to every year for a decade. My body didn't care in the least who they were. It only knew they were all looking at me at once, and it answered before I could think.

"Look at her," Marlon said, to the fire, to the lot of them, not taking his eyes off me. "She walked over here on her own."

He steered me round by the hip so I faced the rest of them, so they got the front of me in the fire's light. Then he sat behind me and ran both hands up the outside of my thighs and in, and I held still for them to look while he opened my pussy up from behind with two fingers, easy, I was that wet. His thumb found my clit and pressed and my knees nearly went. I was slick down the inside of my own thighs already and he'd barely touched me — it was the eyes doing it, all of them on me at once, my husband's among them.

Rob's face was there over the low flames, lit up orange, and Leanne with her can forgotten in her hand, and Jodie leaning into Craig with her mouth a little open — all of them on a man they knew working his fingers into me in the open air. More eyes than there had ever been, and the open sky over it, and it hit me twice as hard.

"Get down here," he said, and drew me down.

He'd got his jeans off while I wasn't watching. He lay back on the groundsheet with the firelight down one side of him, already hard, the length of him standing up dark against his belly. I got a knee either side of his hips and knelt up over him, facing the fire, facing them all. I took his cock in my hand, too thick still for my fingers to close round, and held it up and rubbed the wet head of it slowly against my clit, not putting him in yet, letting them watch me not put him in yet. My own thighs were shaking with it, and low down the ache of wanting him in had gone sharp, with the firelight full on the front of me and nobody saying a word.

He reached to the side, to the ground beside him where he'd set a condom down ready, the way it had been every time up to now.

I put my hand over his and stopped him.

"You don't need that," I said. My voice had come out low, lower than I'd meant it to. "I sorted it. Weeks ago." I looked at him over my shoulder so he'd see I meant it, then I looked to the front, to Rob, so he'd see it too. "I want to feel your cock in me. Properly. Nothing in the way."

Marlon left the condom where it lay and put both hands on my hips. "Then take it," he said.

I sank down onto him bare, slowly, the whole thick length of his cock going up into me with nothing between us for the first time, and the feel of it was so much more than the rubber had ever let through that a sound came out of me I hadn't planned and couldn't stop. Skin. Just skin.

I could feel every ridge and vein of him dragging as I took him, hot and bare, all the way down until I sat flush on him with the whole of his cock buried in my cunt. He was so big that getting the last of him in pulled a long groan up out of me, the size of him spreading me open with nothing between us to blunt it. I heard Rob quietly draw a breath and hold it. I'd never had a man in me like that who wasn't my husband. Now the first one I ever would was a stranger, taking me raw on a groundsheet with Rob six feet off. Bare — and me the one who'd stood up and asked for it that way.

"Christ," Leanne said, under her breath. "Oh, Christ, Sadie."

I started to move on him. I rode him slowly at first, working myself up and down the bare length of him, my hands back on his knees, my head dropped back, the whole front of me open to the fire. My tits moving. My belly. A moan came up out of me on every drop of my hips and I let it, let all of them hear it. His dark cock going up into the pale of me every time I came down, wet and shining, and me not hiding a second of it. His hands were dark against the pale of my waist, gripping, moving me. I clenched round the bare thickness of him without meaning to, over and over, and each time I did it somebody at the fire made a sound.

I looked down and watched it happen, his black cock sliding up into my pussy and coming back slick, and then I looked up and watched them watch it.

"Look at you go," Marlon said, low and flat, for the whole fire to hear. "Bare on a black cock, out here, with all of them watching you do it. My slut wanted an audience. Now she's got one." My slut. He said it the way he said everything, level, a thing already settled, and I heard myself moan at being called it where every one of them could hear. I rode him harder for it. The slap of me coming down on him got loud in the dark, and whoever two fields over might catch it under the music was welcome to it.

"Please," I heard myself start to say, to the dark, to the lot of them. "God, please — "

He sat up under me, wrapped one arm round my back, and rolled us over onto the sheet so I was under him, the grass at my back and the night sky black over his shoulder. He got a hand under my knee and pushed it up and open and drove back into me bare, deeply, and from there he took it off me. Long and certain and all the way to the root, his weight down on me, his dark chest over the pale of mine and the fire going down one side of us. I got my heels round the backs of his thighs and pulled him in on every stroke. The bare drag of his cock in and out of me went thick and hot and loud, and I could hear how wet I was around it over the music, and if the whole fire could hear it as well, good. I ached with how deep he was getting, and knowing my husband was stood a few feet off watching another man do it to me bare only pulled it tighter in me.

They'd shifted round to see. Leanne had come down onto her knees near my head. Rob had got up out of the dark and moved closer, close enough that when I turned my head his shoes were there by my face.

"I'm going to come," I told Marlon. "Fuck — don't stop, please, don't stop — "

"I know," he said evenly, not slowing, his mouth by my ear. "You'll come on my cock, slut. And then you'll open up and take the rest."

I came around him out loud, clenched down hard on the bare thickness of him, shaking apart under his weight, gasping into the dark, not keeping a single bit of it back from them. He kept his pace straight through it, like it changed nothing. And when it had gone through me and left me loose and gasping and still full of him, I did the thing I hadn't let myself say out loud until now and had wanted more than any of the rest of it.

"Come in me," I said. I said it plainly, up into his face, loudly enough that all of them heard it. "I want your cum in my cunt. I want them to see you do it."

Something moved in his face for the first time all night — not much, just a tightening. His rhythm changed abruptly, went shorter and harder, and I felt his whole body draw up over me.

He drove in to the hilt and held there, and I felt him go — the hot pulse of his cock letting go deep inside me with nothing to catch it, his cum spilling into my pussy the way I had never once felt in my life. It set me off again, a smaller one, clenching round him and milking every bit of it up into me while they all watched a black man empty himself bare into a married woman on a groundsheet in a field.

He stayed in me until he'd finished, propped over me on his arms, and then he drew out slowly. I felt myself open and empty, another man's cum warm inside me, and the wet slide of it start to come back out of me the second he was gone. He knelt up between my open knees and looked down at what he'd done, flatly, no softness in it and no cruelty. The rest of them looked with him. His cum was leaking out of me and down over the crease of me onto the sheet, catching the low light, and nobody looked away, Rob least of all, and I lay open under it with my chest going and didn't close my legs.

Marlon reached down and pushed the wet of it back up into me with two fingers, once, without a word, his eyes on my face as he did. Then he got up off his knees and left me lying there open on the sheet. He didn't say anything to me at all, and I didn't want him to.
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Leanne got to me first. She came off her knees, picked my dress up off the grass and laid it over me — not to cover me up so much as to have a reason to touch me, her hand staying warm on my shoulder after. She had tears on her face and was half laughing at herself for them. Jodie hadn't moved from where she sat against Craig. She didn't seem to know where to put her eyes now it was over. Craig had his arm round her and was looking steadily at the fire. Nobody was cruel and nobody was awkward for long. It was still us, out there, at the end of a summer. After a while Craig got up and put the kettle on the camp stove, and the ordinary clatter of it let everybody breathe again.

Marlon pulled his jeans back on, took a cup of Craig's tea, and talked to him easily about the second stage and the drive home Sunday, as though nothing had happened. When I was dressed he looked at me once, levelly, and nodded, and that was the whole of his goodnight.

Rob walked me down to our tent. He had my hand and I let him have it. Inside, in the blue dark of it, the fire glow coming through the canvas and the bass still going over the hedge, we got into the two sleeping bags we'd zipped into one. He pulled me into him, my back to his chest, his arm over the top of me, his mouth against my neck. I was wrung out and sore and full of another man, and my husband held me there in the dark and I let him.

"You're quiet," I said, when he'd been quiet a while.

"Yeah." His breath went softly at the back of my hair. He took his time. "I keep waiting to mind more than I do," he said eventually. "About the tea, and Craig, and — all of them there. How many people know now. I minded, at Marlon's. When it was just you and Leanne and me, that felt like ours. This one didn't, tonight. Not really."

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

He was quiet again. Then he said it, quietly, into my neck. "It stopped being about me a good while back, didn't it? Somewhere in there." His hand lay flat and warm on my belly and it didn't tighten. "I worked that out tonight, watching. And I'm still here. I'm not going anywhere. I just wanted to say the true one out loud, so it's said."

I covered his hand on my belly with mine and held it there, and I didn't lie to him.

"I know," I said. "I'm glad you're still here." But I lay against him in the dark with his hand under mine and didn't tell him the rest, because the rest was mine and I'd only just got it clear myself.

The rest was that he was right. It had stopped being about him. It wasn't about being wanted any more either, and tonight it hadn't even been about the thrill of nearly getting caught — because nobody had caught me. I'd walked across the grass on my own two feet in front of people I had chosen. I'd taken a man bare in the open air and asked him to finish inside me where they could all see, and when he'd called me his slut by the fire I'd moaned for the whole field to hear it. Every single part of that I had wanted for no reason but that I wanted it. Not for Rob. Not to be granted it. For me.

I'd spent thirty-two years quietly dressing down a body I was ashamed of wanting looked at, and I had just lain in a field and been used in front of my friends and felt more like myself than I'd ever felt in a good frock at anybody's wedding.

And underneath it, coming up clear and cold and certain, was the other thing, the one I really did keep to myself. I was done being handed it. Marlon had taken me tonight, and it had been his to take because I'd stood up and offered it — but the fire, the dark, the people round it, all of that had been Jodie ringing round and Craig putting up tents and the weekend falling the way it fell. It had happened around me. I lay there sore and full and wide awake long after Rob's breathing went slow, and I thought: next time I'm going to build it myself.
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Imoved the sofa myself the afternoon before. I dragged it back off the rug to the far wall so the middle of the room stood clear, and I set the two lamps carefully where I wanted the light and turned the big one off. Nobody asked me to do any of it. That was the whole point — shoving furniture across my own carpet in my socks with the windows open to the last of the summer.

The festival had been three weeks back. Since then it had simply gone on the way it went now. Twice more at his flat in the afternoons. Once at Jodie and Craig's with the four of them there, all of it lovely — and all of it happening because somebody put it on the group chat and the weekend fell a certain way and I stepped neatly into the gap it left. I was done with the gap. I'd lain awake in a field and told myself I'd build the next one myself, and this was me building it. My furniture moved. My list of who was coming. A Saturday I'd picked deliberately, because Rob had no football and the salon was shut Sunday and I wanted it.

I'd rung round myself, too. Not the group chat. Each of them properly, one at a time. Leanne first, who laughed down the phone and said it was about time. Jodie went soft and said yes before I'd finished asking. Craig, who Jodie put on after, got through the whole call without one full sentence and then muttered he'd bring beer.

Kayleigh from the salon I'd worked next to for four years. I'd watched her watch me get quieter and brighter all summer, and one late Thursday, with the last colour developing, she'd said plainly that whatever I had going on lately she wanted some of my luck. So I told her what it actually was, over the foils, and watched her mouth come open, and the grin arrive after it. Then she said yes as well. That one was mine. Nobody handed me Kayleigh — I'd reached into my own week and pulled her in.

Marlon I told last, and only the where and the when. He said he'd be there. He didn't ask who else, or what I had planned, because none of that was his to run and he knew it as well as I did. He was easy enough with it.

They came at eight. I'd put a drink in everyone's hand and sat them exactly where I wanted them. Leanne and Kayleigh on the sofa against the wall. Jodie and Craig in the two chairs. Rob perched on the sofa arm nearest the door. I stood in the cleared middle of the carpet in a black slip I'd bought that week for no other reason. All of them were looking at me, and I didn't have to make one thing happen by accident.

"Right," I said, and my voice came out level.

Marlon crossed the carpet to me without hurry. I stopped him with a hand flat on his chest before he could take over — not long, just a second, just to have done it where they could see. Then I let him.

I reached up and pulled the slip off over my head myself and dropped it on the cleared floor, and stood there naked in the lamplight I'd set, in front of the people I'd chosen, on purpose. My nipples were hard before his hands ever came near me, and I was wet already, just from standing there being seen. The first time, at a party back in June, I'd let a strap fall and not fixed it and not let myself know why. I knew exactly why now. There was a mirror over the mantel. I caught the pale shape of my own back in it and didn't look away embarrassed the way I would have once. I looked slowly, long enough to see what they were seeing, and then I turned my front to the room and gave it to them straight.

His hands came onto me dark against the white of my waist, and every eye in the room went to where they sat.

I got down onto my knees on the rug, facing the room and not him, so they had my face, and took him out of his jeans and into my hand. He was already half-hard and thickening fast. I held the heavy dark length of him up where the lamplight caught it, so all of them could see plainly the size of what I'd asked into my house.

Then I put my mouth to him. Not the way he'd made me that first afternoon at the flat, choking on it to be made to — this was mine, slow and deliberate, my hand round the base and my tongue on the underside of him. My eyes went up the room while I did it. To Leanne, with her drink stopped halfway. To Kayleigh, gone pink, not looking away. To Rob on the sofa arm with his jaw set. I sucked him hard and let them hear it.

"That's enough," Marlon said, after a while, low and flat, and drew me up off him by the elbow. He was fully hard now, standing dark and thick out of his open jeans, and Jodie made a small sound in her chair. "On your hands and knees. Face them. Let them get a proper look at what you are."

I did it because he told me to and because I wanted it. I got down on all fours on my own rug with my front to the room, my head up, my face clear of my hair so nobody missed a thing. He knelt behind me and I felt the wet head of him drag once up through me and settle. Then he pushed in, all the way in one long steady go, bare, the whole thick stretch of his black cock going up into my cunt while the five of them watched my face take it. I couldn't have kept quiet if I'd tried, and I didn't try. My mouth came open and a low sound came out of it, and I let them all have that too.

He held my hips in his dark hands, splayed on the pale of them, and fucked me deep and unhurried. I knelt there in the middle of my own carpet and let a man who wasn't my husband do it to me, openly, before everyone I'd invited. His skin dark on my skin every time he came in. The slap of him against me got steadily louder and wetter, and I didn't soften it for anybody. I was dripping onto the rug under me already, clenching round the raw thick length of him without meaning to on every stroke.

"Look at them all watch you take it," Marlon murmured, low and flat, not slowing at all. "Every one of them watching my black cock go into you. Their mate. The one who does their hair. On her knees on her own rug, getting fucked like a slut in front of the lot of them."

I lifted my head and looked up the room while he had me. Rob had come off the sofa arm and was standing now, couldn't sit for it, watching his wife on her knees take Marlon bare with her friends either side of him. Kayleigh had her hand pressed hard over her own mouth. Leanne wasn't laughing any more. I held all their faces one after another, and each one landed on me and stacked on the last. I'd built this so there'd be as much of it as I could stand.

Then he reached round and pressed two dark fingers onto my clit, working it steadily while he drove into me. It came up fast and I didn't fight it. "I'm going to come on your cock," I heard myself say, to the room as much as to him. "God — with all of you watching me do it—" And then I came like that, on my hands and knees on the rug, clenched down hard on him, bare, deep in my pussy, with every face in the room on me. He fucked me through it and didn't stop and didn't speed up, just took me calmly through the other side of it, level as ever.

When it had gone through me I put my hand flat back on his thigh, and he let me stop us.

"Sit back," I told him, and my voice was shot, and I meant every word of it. "I want to face you for the rest. I want them to see my face while you do it."

He sat back on the rug with his legs out and his back against the sofa, that great black cock standing up wet from me. I climbed over him and sank down onto it slowly, taking the whole thick length of him up into me again, facing him this time, chest to his chest, my arms going round his neck and his arms coming round my back, dark across the pale of it. That close I could feel the whole of him up inside me and his breath on my throat, and I clenched round him just from the fullness of it.

Past his shoulder the room had gone completely quiet, and Kayleigh had her lip between her teeth. I rode him like that, slow and deep, with everything of me on show. My back. The roll of my hips. My face when I turned it deliberately to let them have it. His hands moved up my spine and down and gripped, dark fingers on white skin. He held me and let me set the pace, and only when I slowed too long did he tighten his grip and pull me down harder onto him.

"Your show," he said quietly against my ear, low enough that only the front two could have caught it. "But while I'm in you, you're my slut. Isn't that right."

"Yes," I said — not to him, to the room, loud enough for the back of it. "His slut. Yes."

I picked up the pace for it, driving my cunt down the whole length of his cock, in no hurry at all about what it looked like. "I can feel all of your cock in me," I said, to nobody, to all of them, my head going back. "God, he's so deep—" and the whole room could have it.

I rode him until I was close again, and then I climbed off him before I got there, because I wanted the end where they could all see it, and I wanted to be the one who decided it. I knelt down again in the middle of the floor, facing the room, and took him wet from me in my fist and stroked him fast.

"On my face," I told him — and I told them, really, more than him. "Finish where it shows."

He got up onto his knees over me and took himself in hand. "Open your mouth." He waited until I had. "Good slut. Let them see where my cum goes." I knelt up with my chin lifted and my mouth open and my eyes open, looking straight up the room at the lot of them while I waited for it, still throbbing from where I'd come on his cock. He came like that, over me, in thick hot ropes across my open mouth and my cheek, down onto my chin and my tits. I held still while it landed on me and didn't wipe any of it away. I knelt there in the lamplight I'd set, with another man's cum on my face, and I held it for them. I turned my head slowly, so every one of them got the full sight of it, Rob last. Only when they'd all had their look did I put two fingers to my mouth and take some of it in.

Marlon sat back on his heels, spent, and looked at me flatly. I gave him the same flat look back. I'd got exactly what I built.
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Then it was just my front room again — five people, the lamps, a slip on the floor. Leanne was across the room before anyone else had moved. She had a wad of kitchen roll ready in her hand, torn off at some point without me seeing, and she cleaned my face for me herself, holding my chin, blinking hard and not saying much.

Kayleigh had gone very quiet on the sofa. When I caught her eye she gave me a small, unsteady grin and said, "Right. Well." Then, "Yeah," to nothing, and I loved her for it. Jodie was already up, moving the lamps back and folding a throw that didn't need it. Craig had gone quietly out to the yard with his phone to ring the taxi numbers.

Marlon dressed without any fuss and didn't linger over any of it. He drank half a beer standing up and said a word to Craig about a gig the pair of them were half-planning. When he was leaving he stopped by me at the door and took the back of my neck in his hand once, firm, and let go. "You put on a good show," he said.

They went in twos into the dark and the taxis, and then it was me and Rob and the wrecked room. I put my slip back on and started standing the furniture back where it lived, and after a minute Rob came and took the other end of the sofa, and we walked it back onto the rug together the way we've moved furniture in three houses. He didn't say anything for a while and neither did I. There wasn't a rush on it.

"I'm going to keep doing this," I said, once the sofa was down. "And I'm going to be the one who sets it up. Who's there. Where. I'm not waiting for it to come round any more."

Rob straightened up and looked at me. He took his time.

"I know," he said. "I worked that out watching you shift a sofa on a Friday afternoon." The corner of his mouth went. "You were happier doing that than most people are on their wedding day."

"Do you want your seat kept?" I said. I meant it as a real question and he took it as one. "By the door. You don't have to have it. But it's yours if you want it."

He thought about that properly.

"Yeah," he said in the end. "I'll keep the seat by the door." He came over and put his arms round me, my back to his chest, his chin resting on my hair, and we stood together in the room we'd just set back to rights. "I don't want to be in it," he said, into my hair. "I know that about myself now — properly, I mean. I want to be near the way out, watching you have the thing you want. That's me. I've made my peace with it."

"You still come home to me," I said. "Every night there's ever going to be."

I turned in his arms and kissed him, and it was a good kiss, ours, with another man an hour gone out the door and a taxi's worth of our friends gone with him. Upstairs the bed was ours, and the room downstairs was clear, and I'd have it clear again by the end of the month, because I already knew I would. I could feel the next one at the back of my mind already — who, and where, and how far I'd take it this time.


EPILOGUE


The evenings had started pulling in by the time I stood at the landing mirror on a Saturday, getting myself ready to be looked at.

It was Jodie's again — no birthday this time, no theme, no supermarket cake with a wobbling number on the top, just the group and the tub going and Craig out at the barbecue pretending the summer was still on. The WhatsApp had been at it happily since Thursday. Marlon was on the decks; Craig had told me so on the group chat, carefully. Leanne had texted to ask was I coming in her taxi, and I'd said yes before she'd finished asking.

I'd bought the dress that week, on my lunch, off a rail I'd only wandered past. Deep green, a proper weight to it, cut low at the back and lower at the front, the sort that settled the underwear question by itself. Nothing, in the end. I'd hung it on the wardrobe door for three days and eyed it every morning while I did my face for work. Now I had it on, and I turned slowly in the glass.

Back then I'd stood at that mirror checking what might give me away — the strap, the hem, whether the top rode up when I lifted my arm. Years of it, quietly making sure of what stayed hidden. Tonight I stood in it and made sure of what showed. The green fell off one shoulder exactly as I'd paid good money for it to, and I left it there.

Heavy tits, the pale chest going pink at the edge of the green, the freckle Rob claims did his deciding for him. The low front of the dress showed a good stretch of tit when I leaned in, and the mirror got a smile off me. I looked at all of myself slowly, and put right only my lipstick. Low in me the old throb started up, the one that used to catch me out in a tub or a taxi. I knew it for what it was now, and I let it come — already a little wet, just from the dress and the thought of the whole room turned my way.

Rob came up the stairs behind me and stopped at the top and looked at me in the mirror instead of straight at me, as he had that first Thursday in June.

"You're wearing that," he said.

"I'm wearing this," I said, and held his eye in the glass, and the corner of his mouth went.

Whether tonight turned into anything was mine to decide, and I hadn't decided. I'd put on a few since the front room, each one mine to shape, who was in the room and where and how much of me they went home having seen. Tonight I might do nothing but dance in the garden in the dress I'd picked and let Marlon watch me from the decks as he had that very first night, his flat eyes moving over me and the old ache starting up low, and go home and sleep well on it. Or I might ring round on Monday and build the next. He'd be there either way, and he'd look up when he chose to, and all the rest I'd call myself.

A horn went outside — Leanne's taxi, early, because Leanne always came early when a night excited her. I picked my bag up off the bed.

Rob had my coat ready over his arm. He'd dressed the way he dressed for these now — a quiet pint in a corner, near the door, an early enough exit. He'd stopped pretending he liked the parties and settled contentedly for liking that I did. If it turned into something, his seat was his. If it stayed a party, he'd have had a night out with his wife.

"Go on," he murmured, and put the coat over my shoulders and smoothed it down my arms. "That taxi'll wake the whole street."

I went down the stairs in the green — to the door, to the horn, to the whole lit night of them out there waiting to see me, Leanne in the cab and the party across town and Marlon at the decks with the flat, unhurried look that had started the lot of it. All of it mine to walk into and do exactly what I liked with. I'd chosen every bit of what showed. I left it showing, and went down to them.


BOOKS BY THIS AUTHOR

Break Room Confession: A Husband Hands Her to His Big Black Coworker

For years I carried the same picture in my head: my wife under a bigger man, a black man, taking a thick cock while I sat back and watched. Marcus loads trucks on my dock, so one slow morning I passed my phone around the break room and watched his face when he got to Claire. He didn’t look away, and I didn’t want him to. I confessed it that night and named him. She said no at first, since she still had to face him every morning on my shift, but by then she wanted it as badly as I did. The night she finally let him have her, I saw everything I’d only imagined — the way she gasped when he first pushed inside her, the sound she made that she’d never once made for me. Then it stopped being mine. Now she’s the one who texts him, and I clock in beside him at six the next morning knowing exactly what my wife sounds like underneath him. I handed her to him, and now I face him every shift.

Next Door: A White Wife and the Big Black Neighbor Who Kept Her

For years it lived only in my head — Holly on her knees for a black man twice my size, moaning around a big black cock while I watched. My video, my folder, the sound always off. Then she found it on the tablet we share, and made me say out loud who he’d be if he were real. The truth was already next door: Terrence, newly divorced, all shoulders and forearms, his home gym running a fence away all afternoon. The first time, she made him wear a condom and made me watch her hands stop being nervous. By August the condom was gone and so were the rules — she’d go next door without me and come back still wet from him. Then she stopped telling me anything at all. Now she just opens the gate. He has her whenever he wants her, in our bed, while I take the corner I spent years dreaming about, soft and forgotten, listening for the latch. He’s not going anywhere. He’s twenty feet away, for good.
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