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For my husband,

whose kindness made my life




One

I try to be okay with living across the hall from the seemingly nicest man to ever live. But the problem is, the nicest man to ever live makes being okay with that very, very hard. And not just because he accosts me every morning in the lift with a well, hey there, neighbour. Or keeps trying to give me really elaborate pies, for some unfathomable reason. Or constantly wears bow ties so big and bright I half expect them to suddenly squirt water in my face.

No, mostly it’s this one simple fact:

Niceness this intense is always a scam.

Or at least, it’s always been a scam in my experience.

I mean, take the last decent-seeming guy I went on a date with. He did nothing but talk about himself, then insist I have a salad instead of the steak I ordered, before finally trying to strong-arm me into accepting that he pay for dinner. Then when I didn’t invite him in, he brought out an itemized list of all the great things he’d done and furiously read it aloud to me at the door.

As if he’d paid for sex in advance with an offer to settle the bill. Or the kind advice he’d given me on losing weight. Or the fact that he’d let me choose the restaurant.

So now I had to pay up.

And he’s not the only one I remember suffering through a date with, or having to work alongside, or accidentally ending up stuck with at a party. One ‘nice guy’ brought me a can of Pringles at my sister’s birthday, and then tried to lock me in a random bedroom. Another felt that praising me in a meeting meant I should return the favour with a blow job in the supply cupboard.

And it made zero difference that this man had told me he was married.

A lot of the time, married Nice Guys are even worse than single ones. They harbour secret seething hatred for their wives under a veneer of jovial sweetness and hollow laughter. Like the laughter he aimed at me the other day, when we passed each other in the hall and I asked how his wife was doing without him, over there in America, and he did this big ha, ha, ha.

Like I’d told a joke.

Instead of asking a question he clearly didn’t know how to answer. I swear, it felt like he was three seconds away from telling me he had abandoned her so he could be free to screw me. Even though I never said I wanted to screw him.

So I think it’s understandable that I’m nervous.

And that goes double when I step into the lift like always, ready for another day of creating terrible marketing copy for companies that feel like they’ve been made up to fill in gaps on dying social media sites, and the nicest man alive seems just a little bit different from normal. He says, ‘Hey there, neighbour,’ as the lift doors seal us in, just like usual. But neighbour sounds different somehow. Like it’s been hollowed out, and all that’s left is the shell of supposed cheeriness.

So I glance at him.

You know, just to see if I imagined it.

And there are other signs of a shift in him. Tiny details, like that enormously thick black moustache of his not being quite as neatly groomed as usual. Or that tidy hair of his kind of seeming a little bit more sideways than it typically does. Plus I don’t think he has ironed that line down the front of his trousers like always. And when I say always, I mean always. In fact, once I saw him with the same thing down both legs of a pair of jeans.

But not today.

Today, for some reason, he’s missed it out.

And missed-out things are always something you should be on your guard for with suspiciously nice men. Most often it means they’ve moved from the pretending-to-be-decent-so-you’ll-have-an-affair-with-them stage to their resentful-that-you’re-not-immediately-falling-in-love-with-them era. With a side order of being absolutely horrible to their poor wives.

And anything can happen once that’s the case.

Doubly so, I think, when I realize something else about him. Something that wasn’t clear before, when he was all bow ties and goofy catchphrases and creases pressed into his jeans, but is very clear now that I’m trapped in an lift with him, just as he potentially may become belligerent.

Because I swear to god, the man is enormous.

I’m five-five and wearing heeled boots, and the top of my head still barely reaches past his shoulders. And of course those shoulders are also completely massive. They look like boulders in my peripheral vision, leading down to this burly chest and great slab of a stomach.

It’s unsettling. I find myself anxiously watching the electronic numbers on the lift crawl from five to four. Then four to three. And three to two. And finally, finally we’re on the ground floor, and the doors slide open, and I swear I come this close to dashing out. Just in case he’s about to viciously demand to know why I haven’t done anything more than send him a thank-you note for the pies. Or maybe confess to me that he’s abandoned his wife on an oil rig.

In fact, the only reason I don’t is because of my bestie, Mabel. Mabel, who is the reason he even lives across the hall from me. Mabel, who heard the place was available and knew he needed somewhere more permanent after his temporary position at her publisher became a long-term thing, and so suggested it. None of which she would have done if he were truly that awful.

Though that does not let him entirely off the hook, in my book.

I mean, true, he might not be the kind of Nice Guy who traps you in an lift with him so he can deliver his twelve-part lecture: why women are ungrateful bitches and wives are even worse. But he could be a lesser tier of the same sort of thing, in a way sweet, trusting Mabel is simply not primed to spot. She thinks real nice guys are actually out there. That I’ve just been very unlucky, and if I hold out I’ll find one.

You just haven’t found a truly decent man, she said to me once. All you’ve encountered are Nice Guys – the fakers who use the idea of being nice as some kind of currency. All of which is probably true, I assume. But I can’t afford to completely believe her right now. Not even when it comes to this buddy of hers.

Because she doesn’t know the signs like I do.

She’s never seen that darting, furtive, harried look in their eyes that always tells me things are about to go disastrously wrong. Or that smile – the one that seems just a little bit frozen and fixed, on a face three degrees too small for it. And even if she has, she’s likely never noticed it on this man’s face.

I bet she isn’t even looking.

But I am.

I see it as he glances over his shoulder at me one last time.

Then he hurries out of the lift in a way that tells me something worse than maybe he isn’t actually nice. He is nervous, very nervous. And what else could he be nervous about but this one simple fact:

I’m on to him.

And he knows it.




Two

I want to tell myself that I’m letting my justified but ultimately still unhinged paranoia get the better of me. But it’s a little easier said than done when I come home from a hard day of drafting catchy slogans for elbow warmers, and there it is outside my door. A large pink box. Like all the pink boxes he delivers his pies in.

Only this one?

It has a bow.

And a little fancy card that says just for you on it.

And I can’t shake the feeling that this is his way of covering up that glimpse of something in the lift. That he’s being extra super nice in order to make sure any of my suspicions die. Especially when I get inside and open it up, and see it isn’t a pie.

It’s a cake.

And on top of the cake, in the most perfect swirly iced lettering, he’s written the words: Mighty Sorry If I Scared You This Morning. All of which only tells me one thing. He’s overcompensating. Sweating, over me discovering whatever terrible thing he’s up to. Like plotting my demise. Or plotting his wife’s demise. Or plotting both our demises at the same time.

So before I can guess which one of those things it might be, or imagine the even wilder things that he might do to conceal his crimes – like stuffing poison into what looks like the most gorgeous fruit-laden confection – I decide the best thing to do is call Mabel. Right now, while still in my on-trend but entirely uncomfortable work clothes.

And bless her, she answers on the second ring.

Because she’s a good, good friend. ‘Sweet pea,’ she says.

At which point I realize I have absolutely no idea how to word this.

‘Hey, Mabey, just got a quick question for you, no big deal really,’ I start, and of course I know I’ve fucked up already. I almost hear her sit bolt upright, and that’s definitely a little gasp she lets out.

Because she knows me too well.

I may have to stop telling her anything about myself. Go back to being the mysterious cool girl she first thought I was. Instead of a complete disaster fart who always gets into terrible scrapes.

‘Oh gosh, so it definitely is a massive deal. Are you in jail? Is your plane crashing? Did someone kidnap you? Just tell me where you are, I’m on my way right now. And if you can’t say where you are I will find you anyway. Or Alfie will find you, because apparently he’s already on the phone to some bloke he knows who may or may not be part of some kind of crime ring,’ she babbles away, and oh god, what have I done, what have I done.

‘Holy shit, what, no, tell him to stop immediately, I am not kidnapped.’

‘He says you could be just saying that, so tell us your code word.’

‘But I don’t have a code word.’

‘Now he’s furious about that.’

He is, too. I can hear him in the background, saying, ‘For fuck’s sake.’ Followed by a lot of growling about ‘What if there’s a crisis’ and ‘That friend of yours is always getting almost murdered’ and ‘How does she not have one’ and ‘This is a travesty, I’m getting my crowbar.’ So naturally my response is:

‘Mabel, what on earth does he think he’s going to do with a crowbar?’

And Mabel doesn’t even pause to think. She knows her husband even better than she knows me. ‘My best guess would be prizing you out of the trunk of your kidnapper’s car, but honestly he could have just about anything in mind. He was furious the other week when I questioned why he sleeps with such a thing under the bed, and spent four hours telling me all the ways it can save your life.’

‘That sounds completely unhinged.’

‘It was. But luckily it was also really hot.’

‘Yeah, I want to say no way to that, but you know me.’

‘I do. I have heard many times about the terrible things that make you horny.’

‘Just can’t help it. I think it’s the reason any nice men I date turn out to be incredible assholes. Secretly my vagina is hoping that’s what they are. She acts without my permission or any regard for good sense, and next thing you know I’m in a well in someone’s basement,’ I say, then, like always, I laugh.

But weirdly, my laugh doesn’t seem as bright as usual. Something about it is off, something about my words sounds dull. And I can tell Mabel picks up on it.

‘Please tell me that’s not what is actually happening now,’ she says.

‘Of course not. I just need to know something. About that editor of yours.’

‘If the something is could he possibly be a secret maniac, my answer has to be: Do you honestly think I would give you a secret maniac for a neighbour? Come on, at least give me a little credit.’

I give her another laugh. But it still sounds weird.

Bitter, almost, I think. ‘It isn’t you I’m not giving credit to,’ I say.

‘So it’s all for him and his possible status as a genius supervillain.’

‘Exactly. I mean, what better way to take over the earth than by convincing everyone you’re some kind of hairy, mustachioed Clark Kent? Absolutely no one would see this dude coming. The mayor will hand him the keys to the city, and that’s when he’ll launch his death ray,’ I tell her.

Then I think about the first time I ever watched something with Superman in it. One of the old movies, I think it was, that Mabel and Berinder had seen before but I’d always told myself I didn’t care about. Bet he’s somehow evil, I had said about halfway through. And they had laughed, like I was joking. But I hadn’t been. Even though I’d behaved as if I was, I hadn’t been. I still remember being surprised when he was the best sort of man all the way through.

Because they almost never are in real life.

No matter what Mabel has to say about it.

‘Even you cannot possibly believe a man who wears suspenders has a death ray.’

‘If anything, the fact that he does only makes it seem more likely to me.’

‘I better not tell you that he also prefers long johns to undertrousers then.’

I snort at her. ‘Now you’re just making things up.’

‘I swear to god I’m not. They’re the kind that connect with a top, too.’

‘So you’re telling me he wears a onesie under his clothes. And I’m supposed to believe he isn’t a psychopath? That’s it, I’m getting myself a crowbar,’ I say, and hear the faint sound of Alfie saying, ‘Attagirl, you know it makes sense,’ in response.

Then Mabel, much clearer, at Alfie: ‘The more you enable this crowbar stuff, the less sex we’re going to have.’ Even though I can already hear that she’s struggling with this ultimatum. And she definitely struggles harder when he growls what may well be ‘Okay, I’ll just start without you.’

I have to cut her off.

‘Babe, you need to go. I don’t even know how you’re managing to stay when he’s doing whatever I think he’s doing.’

‘I’m managing because I don’t want anything to happen to you.’

‘So you do think Beck might be a surreptitious serial killer.’

‘Of course not. But I worry what you’ll do if you believe he is.’

Move to France, I think. Mostly because that’s what I almost did when one of the Nice Guys started cyberstalking me. Though, I swear, I have no actual intention of doing that here. ‘Look, I promise. No matter how suspicious I am, I will not hurl a cake I only suspect is poisoned into your editor’s face. The very most I will do is put it in the bin, and even that is only out of an abundance of caution.’

‘But even then you’re only hurting yourself.’

‘I know,’ I sigh. ‘Honestly this thing looks so good that even when I did briefly and truly think it might be laced with arsenic, I almost took a bite anyway. And not even with a fork. I was just going to scoop a big chunk out with my hand while crouched on the floor, like an animal.’

‘To be honest I get it. Last one he gave me actually made me cry tears of joy.’

‘See, so that answers my question. You ate his food and didn’t immediately die, case closed. Now go and have hot sex with your crowbar-wielding man. I’m going to cut myself some cake and rethink all my life choices.’

‘And by cut yourself some cake you mean just plunge your face into it, right.’

‘Absolutely I do. Love you, babe. See you after you’ve recovered from all the hot fucking,’ I say, then before she can protest, which I absolutely know she’s about to, I end the call. Because she has things to do, and by things I mean her man.


And even if she didn’t, it’s clear to me now.

I was being ridiculous.

Nervous about nothing.

Everything is fine, just fine.


I decide the best way to prove everything is fine is to go over there with a peace offering. After all, I probably scared him half to death. So I cut two slices of his cake and ease them onto the prettiest plates I own. And I brew some fancy coffee in the fancy coffee maker my other bestie, Berinder, got me for Christmas. And I make my way across the hall, feeling very good about all my choices.

Then I get to his door.

His door that is, for some inexplicable reason, ajar. And when I just sort of call his name and push it a little, I don’t get a cheery reply and the welcoming sight of his perfectly normal living room. There is no well, hey there, and the tidy throw pillows and framed inspirational pictures and cosy nooks I imagined.

Instead, there is something straight out of a horror movie.

The curtains are all drawn, with no hint of a reason. His only furniture is a coffee table and a couch, on a floor that looks as if it’s been recently prised up. And every available surface is simply covered in stuff – none of which looks remotely normal. There are about a million pictures of women that have obviously been carefully cut out of magazines. Only none of them are the whole woman.

They’re just heads.

Loads and loads of heads.

Which is bad enough on its own, but then there’s all the notepads scattered around. With scribbled notes scrawled all over the open pages, none of which look like they’re about anything normal. I gingerly take a step forward and squint at one of the questions I can see scrawled in bright red.

Where can I tell people my wife is? it says.

As if her actual location is too terrible to reveal.

She’s under his floorboards, I find myself thinking, and only manage to not lose my mind because other things distract me. Like the poster board that dominates the wall to my right and all the things that are on it. Bits of red string, attaching some cryptic thing to another. Pictures of weird stuff I don’t understand. More frantic scribbling surrounding newspaper clippings and disturbing-looking trinkets and what I think are old receipts for god only knows what.

Most likely the shovel and quicklime he used to dispose of her body.

And that is the thought I’m having when I suddenly hear my name.

‘Constance?’ someone says.

And I know it’s Beck. Of course I do – nobody else I know has that accent. This warm, elastic, generically American accent, of the kind that sounds as if he’s enjoying the taste of every word he says, before he speaks it. I swear, he could play some cheery made-up US President, in a movie about a talking dog.

Though even if that were not the case, I would know it was him.

There just isn’t anyone else in the world who calls me Constance.

Mainly because Constance isn’t actually my name. He simply assumed, and I could never work up the effort or the courage to explain. Nice Guys never like it when you correct them, in any real way. They tend to get nasty, even over things that don’t really matter.

And this definitely matters.

He has a murder lair.

There isn’t really any way at all to spin that into him being right and great. So, unsurprisingly, I panic quite a bit. ‘You stay right there, Henry Beckett!’ I say. Then I inexplicably brandish the only weapons I have: two plates of cake and a flask of coffee. None of which are remotely menacing. All three of them have vegetables with faces all over them. Mabel bought me the set for my birthday.

It’s not a surprise that he looks astonished.

And astonishment on him is really something to behold, too. I mean, at the best of times he has this incredibly strange, super macho, but somehow simultaneously guileless-looking face. He constantly reminds me of a dark-haired Steve Rogers, not entirely grasping that Hooters isn’t really just a hot wings place.

But now it’s even more extreme.

It’s like seeing a human omg emoji. His eyes go round, his mouth goes rounder. His eyebrows are practically in his thick thatch of pitch-black hair.

And I can tell he has lost the ability to speak. Which, coming from a man with a mouth like a cheery wood chipper, is really quite something to see. In fact, it’s so unsettling it almost makes me want to fill the silence. But luckily, he gets it together before I can. ‘If I don’t, are you gonna shoot me with my own frosting?’ he asks.

And I’m not even sure if he does it mockingly. He just sounds incredulous and sort of wondering. So I figure the best bet I have here is to press my advantage.

‘You bet I am, and I’m going to do it hard and in your face,’ I snarl. Though I swear it’s only after the words are out that I realize how they sound. Rude, somehow. Like I’m somehow sexually propositioning him in the middle of this utter madness. And judging by his expression, I’m not the only one to connect those dots.

His cartoon face goes even deeper into shocked emoji territory. This time even his moustache joins in – it kind of quirks up on one side, like all of this ridiculousness has turned it into a third eyebrow. Then he goes to say something, and I just know it’s going to be bad. All of this is bad.

So instead of waiting around for whatever it is, I run.

And I don’t stop until I’m in my flat, with the door locked.




Three

Okay, so the thing is, until this point I wasn’t really seriously believing that his niceness was a facade designed to conceal the truly evil man that lurks within. But after seeing his board that belongs to every conspiracy-theory-wielding psychopath in a movie, and his ninety-seven pictures of random heads from magazines, and scribbled questions that scream I killed my wife and need to now cover it up?

I feel like my fear seems a little more reasonable.

In fact, it feels so reasonable that when he knocks on my door some time later, I do not answer it. I go up to it and put my eye to the peephole instead. Then I just stand there watching him for far too long a time. As if maybe he’s going to reveal more of his terrible nature, if I just observe him enough.

Instead of what he actually does:

He paces. Bites his thumbnail. Stops himself biting his thumbnail and mutters what I think is ‘That is a terrible habit, stop it.’ Then he goes to knock again, but hesitates with his fist an inch from my door. Before very clearly saying, ‘Shoot,’ and drawing back. Like he thinks knocking twice is some sort of hideous faux pas.

And instead of doing it, he should start writing me a note.

Swear to god, he gets out a little pad and a pen, and starts scribbling. While murmuring whatever it is he’s trying to write down. ‘Don’t make excuses, don’t try to rationalize, just apologize for the ungodly things she just saw,’ I hear.

At which point, I realize I may have gotten this just ever so slightly wrong. Mostly because it’s not really possible to just apologize for wife murdering – and he will definitely know that. But also because I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so sincerely do something like this.

And without even knowing I’m watching, too.

Halfway through composing the note he stops, seems to realize his shirt is untucked on one side, and then undoes his trousers to re-tuck it. I briefly see his whole underwear – and it’s even as mad as Mabel suggested. Full-on long johns, of the kind nobody would ever willingly let a stranger see. He’s definitely not putting on any kind of show for me.

So I open the door.

Hesitantly, and just a crack.

But a crack is enough. He turns at the sound, quite clearly shocked to hear it. Then he hits me with such an openly hopeful expression that it floors me even further. I’ve never seen a man look like that on seeing me. Hell, I’ve never seen anyone look like that on seeing anything.

It’s the kind of raw and naked expression you usually only get courtesy of the awful emotions, like agony. And then to cap it off, he says: ‘Let me just start out by telling you that I am so hugely, hugely sorry for everything you saw. Goodness knows what you must think of me.’

So really the only thing I can respond with is this:

‘Well, probably not that you murdered your wife, if this is any indication.’

And he clutches his chest when I do. Like that idea is so awful, it turns him into a cartoon dad having a heart attack. ‘Oh my stars, you think I murdered my wife and you still answered my knock on the door?’ he says, then just as I’m recovering from the animated character reaction and the fact that he said Oh my stars, he blows out a big breath and shakes his head. ‘Constance, for something like that you should be putting more doors in my way. Not opening the single one you have. In fact, you know what, probably you should close it again. Then keep it like that, until I’ve convinced you I’m not gonna sneak in and turn all your tin cans around the right way, while ominous classical music plays.’

Like in the movie with Julia Roberts, I think.

And it takes me by so much surprise that words just pop out.

‘So basically the plot of Sleeping with the Enemy,’ I say, even though, with strange men, I usually keep any very specific nerdy movie knowledge I have on the inside. In fact, sometimes I keep it on the inside with friends. You can never tell who is going to think you’re weird for knowing about some nineties thriller.

But he just grins, and touches his nose with one finger, and points to me with another. ‘Precisely. Heck, I even have the scary moustache.’

‘Your moustache is not scary.’

‘Why, thank you. I really aim for super friendly with it.’

‘And you definitely achieve that. Except when you’re clearly enacting some kind of complicated, harrowing nightmare plan and don’t have time to fully maintain it, and then it gives off just a slight air of a perfect facade slipping.’

He snaps his fingers the second my words are out. Nods and hangs his head in this rueful, so that’s what it was kind of manner. And all of it so clear I know what he means before he says it. ‘Shoot, so it was the lopsidedness of it that gave me away.’

‘Yeah. And maybe also the slowly tilting hair.’

He nods again, with some vigour. ‘Oh, totally, I can see how that would be suspicious.’

‘It was. But not as much as the lines you stopped ironing into your khakis.’

I point, and he follows my finger with his eyes. This time, though, he kind of blinks, and half laughs, and shakes his head. And again, I feel I can almost read what he means right off his open face, before he explains. It tells me no, that one is evidence of something else.

Still, though, it’s pretty weird when he confirms.

‘Oh see, now the line thing – that wasn’t stress over being Julia Roberts’s evil husband in a movie. No, that one I just figured I should stop doing because I’m pretty sure it’s the reason kids throw things at me on the streets. Well – that and wearing a backpack over both shoulders. The other day they followed me all the way to work yelling, Hey, two straps. Which I have to assume, going on their fury, is some sort of terrible slur only Brits know,’ he says, and I want to reply explaining that it isn’t and I’ve no idea why anyone would shout that. I truly do.

But I can’t, because I’m too busy trying to take all of that in.

To process that he isn’t just messing around somehow. These things really happened to him. And he’s just completely matter-of-fact about them. Like he’s used to people being randomly abusive to him.

Then other people not finding that disturbing at all. 

‘I’m babbling way too many things at you, aren’t I,’ he says – as if that’s why I’m speechless. But before I can correct the record, he continues, ‘If it helps at all, I’ve always been prone to talking a lot about things I should probably not reveal about myself. This isn’t just nervous energy because you’ve uncovered my dark secret.’

Aha, I think. But manage to restrain myself enough to not sound like a TV detective nailing the villain when I actually speak. ‘So you do have a dark secret, then. It’s just not wife murdering.’

‘It isn’t. But you’re probably going to think it’s almost as bad,’ he says, so gravely I’ve got to imagine it’s not that far off. Even if he does write extensive heartfelt apologies in hallways while adjusting his long johns, and has a face like an open book I’ve already read.

‘Then you kidnapped her somehow.’

‘A little less almost than that.’

‘You mutilated her dog?’

Man, the expression he makes for that one.

I almost wish I hadn’t said it. He looks like disgust at the idea and devastation for this imaginary dog are going to war all over his face. ‘Oh my gosh, that’s not a little less. That’s gonna give me nightmares until the end of time,’ he says. And you know what? I think I might be starting to seriously believe him on stuff like this.

It would certainly explain why I go with something sillier.

Like all of this has become almost fun now.

‘Okay, then, how about this? Maybe you kept moving her favourite ornament just a little to the right every day while denying that you had, so that she would just ever so gradually start to believe that she was going mad and voluntarily commit herself to an asylum,’ I say. But in response, the war on his face only deepens.

And now something like astonishment has joined in.

‘Dear lord, how on earth are you coming up with these things?’

‘I don’t know. You’re the one who said it’s close to murdering someone.’

‘Well, sure, but in my defence I clearly do not have anything like your incredibly powerful imagination for terrible things a frankly demonic person might do,’ he says, and to be fair to him, he’s right about the way my mind works. I am able to come up with some horrendous worst-case scenarios.

But the thing is, I’m not really doing it here.

This is me going easy, and yet I’m scandalizing him.

So I have to at least suspect, at this point, that he may not be the best judge of these things. ‘Either that, or your scale of evil is massively off,’ I say – but here’s the thing. He doesn’t even immediately seize on that as proof of his innocence in all matters.

Instead, he leans into it.

‘Okay, but how would we go about determining a thing like that?’ he asks.

Then, somehow, I’m leaning right back. I’m leaning right back, as if it makes all the sense in the world to do so.

‘Maybe by you suggesting stuff that belongs more in the middle.’

He scrunches that big face up. ‘Gee, I don’t know. Possibly . . . littering.’

‘I refuse to believe that’s a real suggestion you’re making.’

‘Not even if I mean the super-bad kind? That strangles sea turtles?’

‘Truthfully, the fact that you’re mentioning sea turtles only gives me more cause for alarm. And by cause for alarm here I mean either you are the greatest actor of all time or oh god, I think I have misjudged you really badly.’

Let it be the former, I think.

But I really don’t think it’s going to be.

He’s already shaking his head, sadly. ‘I wish I could say you have. But I reckon you’ll feel differently when you hear what I’ve done. Because I promise you, it’s definitely worse than the sea turtles thing. And the sea turtles thing made me cry when I saw a documentary about it,’ he says. And not even sheepishly, either. Or like he’s making some sort of weird joke. No, he’s completely matter-of-fact about it. Like it’s simply no big deal to him to admit tears.

Even though tears are never something men usually admit to.

It runs so contrary to everything I’ve ever known that I’m flummoxed.

‘You cried over a documentary?’ I find myself asking, even though my number-one rule is never letting men know that you’re starting to believe in them, or trust them. In fact, I barely let anyone ever know this.

Because the moment you do? That’s when they let you down.

Yet somehow, here I am totally sounding like I buy what he’s selling.

And he doesn’t even seem aware of how astonishing that is. He just looks pained, and then he blows out a weary breath. ‘Honestly I don’t want to say yes, because I can see how much I’m totally throwing you. But I’m afraid I have to, because one lie is enough on its own to make me feel incredibly nauseous. Two lies at once and I’m going to have to take another motion sickness tablet just to keep my dinner down.’

‘Okay, first of all, you need to know I am not thrown because I hate anything you’re admitting to me. This is just surprise on my face, not horror or disdain. And second of all: I feel like the motion tablet thing has got to be a joke. Like I know it probably must be. But now I kind of have to ask if it is, because you are so massively messing with my ability to judge what is real and what is not,’ I say. Then I laugh. I laugh, waiting for him to laugh, too.

But he winces.

He winces.

‘Hoo boy, no, it is not.’

‘So every time you lie you have to pop cruise ship pills.’

‘That is about the whole kit and caboodle of it, yeah.’

‘Even though that would mean either you don’t lie much, or you’re definitely taking over the recommended dose,’ I spell out. With firm underlining hand gestures, just to make it extra clear.

And somehow I get a nod. He nods. ‘Well, I didn’t need to before. But now I’m in this situation, probably yes.’

‘Beck, exactly how many are you taking of these tablets per day?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe three or four,’ he says.

And I swear I almost let out a sigh of relief.

Over a man I was terrified of five minutes ago.

‘Well, I guess that’s not so bad,’ I switch the sigh for at the last second.

But he does not give me a break. Instead he gets this look on his face, like he’s fighting something inside himself. Like he’s just bursting with it. Then, just as I’m about to ask if he’s okay, he lets out a bunch of words like a breath he can no longer hold. ‘Yeah, it wouldn’t be if I didn’t now need to take another one after lying to you about how many I’m taking. Because honestly it’s closer to twenty, but I just didn’t want to say that considering how absolutely terrifying it totally sounds.’

Then he actually makes a relieved noise. He puts his hands on his knees.

Like: thank god that agony is over. Though it’s not as if it’s over for me.

Honestly I’m thinking of calling an ambulance. In fact, the only reason I don’t is because I have no idea how to explain to paramedics that someone probably needs his stomach pumped due to a lie-induced overdose of motion sickness tablets.

And especially when I still don’t even know what said lie is.

I mean, I’m pretty sure it’s not something terrible, at this point.

But I kind of need to know, if a coroner is going to eventually inquire.

‘Look, as long as your wife is okay I don’t care what you’ve invented,’ I say. Only in response he doesn’t look relieved. He doesn’t seem pleased that he can now unburden himself. He just gives me the most despairing look.

And answers, in an even more despairing voice, ‘See, that’s the problem. Because the thing I invented? Is her.’




Four

I feel like I must have misheard him at first. And that seems plausible, too, because this conversation has been very complicated and fast-moving. In fact I would almost call it bantering, if we were somewhere more normal, like a bar, and I was something bonkers, like massively attracted to him, and he was something other than what he is, which is married.

Only then he sags against the wall next to his flat door.

And he says it again.

‘God, it feels good to be able to finally say to someone that my wife is fictional,’ he tells me. So now I have to reckon with the fact that he isn’t married at all. His marriage is not a thing. Most likely he is very, very single. And that rocks me enough that you can hear it in my voice when I protest.

‘She can’t be fictional. Mabel told me you were missing her like the dickens.’

But he does not give me a break.

‘Right. Because I told Mabel I was when she asked after her. And then I had to excuse myself so I could go puke up one of those delicious shrimp sandwiches you get from that amazing grocery store you guys have – what’s it called again? I think it might be Marge something. Marge and Stencil. Anyway, long story short, I didn’t make it to the bathroom, and wound up doing it in a potted plant that never really recovered after that,’ he says in a way that almost sounds like he’s talking to himself. He’s just moving through the maze of his own memories.

While I stand there, feeling absolutely lost somewhere at the centre of them.

Because yes, he did just say that he has invented a wife. But somehow, all his other comments are almost as weird and startling. I’m struggling to stay focused on one – which is probably why I end up blurting out: ‘It’s not Marge. Or Stencil,’ in a voice that sounds just a little bit dazed.

But thankfully he does not seem thrown by this.

‘Well, then, where in the heck did I go to get my dinner?’

‘Yeah, we just call it M&S, usually.’

‘Oh, I see. Well, lemme just write that down.’

He holds up a finger. Then I am forced to watch, amazed, as he actually gets out his notepad from his back pocket and opens it, and starts writing with a little stub of a pencil. Just as he did with the apology note, I think, only this time I find myself noticing way more details. Like the fact that he is a lefty. And his nails are incredibly well-kept. Oh, and finally, and most important:

His hands are fucking massive.

And yet somehow, at the same time, I have never in my life seen anyone write as beautifully as he does. I swear, it’s like watching a concert pianist play, using a pencil and paper. He practically makes love to every loop and swirl and slash he puts on the page. Every letter looks like art, looks like someone lavished hours of love on it. I’ve seen famous paintings that aren’t as pretty as what he produces.

And I won’t lie, it makes me marvel just a little bit.

How did Mabel never wax lyrical about this, I find myself thinking, before realizing that I should really be paying attention less to how he’s writing things, and more to what he’s actually writing. After all – this is what I see, above the paragraph he’s crafting about M&S:


Under no circumstances must you ever use the word fanny when you mean butt, and especially in a sentence like ‘Well, come on over and plant your fanny here,’ because people will definitely think by here you mean your face, and by fanny you mean their vagina.



Then, just as I’m done reading, he looks up at me.

Like he’s waiting for me to continue, even though I can’t.

‘I feel like this cannot be reality,’ I say, because that’s all I can muster.

It’s okay though. He’s already answering me.

‘You know, I said that very same thing to myself after I first invented a wife. But then after a while I had to accept it was, because in order to keep up the fiction that I had one I was forced to practically make it my second full-time job. That is what I do for a living now. Edit books in the day, and then spend all night trying to make sure this elaborate house of cards I’ve constructed doesn’t fall apart,’ he says, in so practical and straightforward a manner it’s impossible to believe it’s anything but what is actually happening.

In fact, it even makes other things retroactively make sense.

‘So that’s why you’ve got all the weird questions scattered everywhere and the cut-out faces of probable fake wife contenders and that serial killer conspiracy board up on your wall,’ I gasp. And I expect the nose touch again.

But instead his face drops about three feet.

‘Oh my goodness, you thought my fake family tree for the wife I don’t have was some sort of mass-murdering victim tracker? Okay, you gotta let me make up for this trauma somehow. I need to at least make you a nice apology mix tape, or bake you an even more elaborate cake, or run you an incredibly soothing bath,’ he says – and then, as if that isn’t enough, I can see him doing something as he does it.

His hand hovers between us at chest level, fingers spread, sort of straining a little. Then slowly, slowly, he seems to force said fingers back in, until what he has are two awkwardly clenched fists.

And I mean awkward, too.

One of his knuckles is still trying to escape.

I almost say to him: Are you having joint issues?

But thankfully before I can, the real explanation hits me: he wants to put a comforting hand on my arm. Yet quite clearly believes this would not be welcomed. As if he knows that I’m not really a touchy-feely person. Or is aware that it might be read differently coming from someone I was scared of a little while ago. Or maybe, my god, maybe he just understands things like consent and bodily autonomy, and so respects them even when he yearns to reassure someone.

Or all three, I think.

And I can’t deal with that possibility any better than I dealt with the revelations about his fake wife, or his lying motion sickness, or the inexplicably gorgeous way he writes things. So I end up saying yet another thing that’s completely beside the point.

‘I don’t have a bathtub,’ I tell him.

As if that fucking matters.

As if that’s the important thing here.

Fucking bravo, my brain says to me, as he chirps on, oblivious.

‘Well, not to worry, because I do. I just had a huge one installed, to accommodate all of this immense oafish bulk. So, you know, you can just come on over and borrow it any time,’ he says, and now I’ve got another million things to process. Like the fact that he called himself oafish. Even though he really isn’t.

He’s just incredibly burly.

Bearish, almost.

Like some big wholesome dork in the body of a lumber-jack.

But of course I can’t say any of that to him. It sounds like I find him sexy somehow, when I swear I absolutely do not. The constant contrast between those two things is just very startling, and unsettling, and I’m still not convinced it isn’t quite real somehow. I mean, what kind of person seriously offers someone a soothing bath?

‘You want me to come over to your flat and borrow bathing?’ I scoff. But he doesn’t even argue. He just kind of looks like he wants to say the word shoot again, then nods in this rueful, resigned sort of way.

‘Yeah, now I’m hearing it from you it sounds even creepier than the board.’

‘It doesn’t sound creepier. But it does sound like you’re trying to avoid telling me anything more than you’ve already told me. Maybe by offering me the sort of weird but extremely kind things I usually only experience in fantastical dreams about nonexistent men,’ I try, and I feel fine about it as I do. It sounds reasonable, in my head.

But then I get to the end of my sentence, and now he’s looking at me with this suddenly soft and sort of slightly collapsing expression, and oh no, oh fuck. I think I just suggested something I didn’t intend. Something about kindness, and how rare it is for me to get anything like that from men, and how much I long to be offered it. Even though I’ve never longed for that in my life.

I’m a steel door. A solid bulkhead.

I don’t spend my time mooning over the idea of being treated gently.

But just as I go to correct the record, he comes out with this:

‘In that case, I’m extra glad I suggested it.’

And with so much sincerity, too. So much earnestness. It’s honestly almost impossible for me to keep believing he didn’t mean it, or even that he was just using it as a distraction. I have to scramble for some other way out of it – and am relieved when I get one.

‘Of course you are. It means you still haven’t had to tell me anything else.’

‘Truthfully, it feels kind of incredible that I’ve told anyone anything. And doubly so when the anyone is you, my super-cool, smart, interesting neighbour who also happens to be best friends with Mabel Willicker, who could well be my favourite author. I mean, I couldn’t have picked anyone worse, and yet here we are.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Okay, bub, you’re not going to distract me with made-up compliments.’

‘I don’t know how you can even say that my compliments are made up while standing there in front of me with hair that intimidating. I mean, are those pink highlights? I didn’t even know pink highlights on dark hair could be a thing. Honestly, I think I’m being daring when I part my hair on the left instead of the right.’

He shakes his head, marvelling.

And over something I was honestly thinking of changing yesterday, because some influencer deemed unnatural hair colours cringe. All of which puts me in a very weird, wholly alien position. Because usually, in order to carry on talking to some man I’m maybe starting to like, I’ve got to convince them that I’m normal and cool and aloof.

But he is already convinced.

He’s too convinced, in fact.

He can’t even confess the rest of this, for fear of my judgementally stylish hair. So now I’ve got to do the opposite of all the things I usually try to. I’ve got to be honest if I want to find out what the fuck is going on here.

Even though being honest kind of makes my stomach turn.

For a second, I’m not even sure how to go about it. My brain runs through all the weird, boring things about me that might set him at ease, and tries to reject every single one. But then he looks at me. He looks at me, and he smiles, and the smile is just so . . . I don’t even know.

Oblivious to every calculation I’m currently making.

It’s a little confused and kind of reassuring and so happy.

And so it just comes out of me. ‘Look, if it helps you not be afraid to tell me this, I am really not an intimidating person at all. In fact I’m more the sort that secretly watches Star Wars, and actually hates books like The Crying of Lot 49, and also one time I went to kick a ball back to some kids and accidentally flung my shoe up into a tree, then had to tuck my dress into my knickers to climb up and get it back,’ I say, all in a big rush. Like I’m ripping off a plaster over my own personality.

Only here’s the weird thing: I don’t feel that exposed, after I have.

Probably because he just looks even more like he’s marvelling than he did before.

‘Honestly, none of that helps at all. In fact, it kind of sounds like you’re just bragging about how cool you are, even when you’re not really trying. Because seriously, you climbed a tree? With your dress in your knickers? That is totally awesome. And so is hating The Crying of Lot 49, considering how much it sucks. And honestly, I don’t understand anyone who doesn’t watch Star Wars, secretly or otherwise,’ he says, at which point I’m torn. Half of me wants to tell him that’s the most encouraging thing anyone has ever said to me. And the other half is so astonished that it wants to laugh.

And of course laughing wins.

‘But everyone hates Star Wars now.’

‘Not me. I saw the last movie twelve times.’

I raise an eyebrow. ‘Even though you’re a clever book editor type?’

‘Okay, first of all, I’m really not that clever. But even if I was, I sure hope that doesn’t mean I can’t like fun things. Or like someone who also likes fun things, and then tells me that they do just to set me at ease enough to confess the absolutely bananas situation I’ve gotten myself into.’

Damn, I think.

Mostly because he definitely is that clever. Oh, he is super smart under that air of wide-eyed farm boy from Kansas. He just doesn’t care about letting everybody know he is. He’s not interested in the usual things intelligent people are supposed to do, or be, or insist upon. It simply flashes through regardless, over things like guessing the game people are playing.

‘Caught that, did you,’ I say, and he doesn’t even look sheepish about it.

‘Oh yeah, I super did.’

‘And did it work?’

‘Enormously.’

He gives me another big expression to go with that word. And this one is a hundred percent pure relief. It’s like watching someone’s face sink into a comfy chair after a thousand years at a job they hate.

So I feel pretty comfortable pressing him.

‘Let’s hear how it happened, then,’ I say.

And he doesn’t even hesitate. ‘Well, a certain colleague said, So are you married? And I said, Sure I am, what kind of man doesn’t have a spouse at the age of thirty-seven? Then it all just sort of massively snowballed out of control from there.’

‘And I’m guessing certain colleague is your nice way of saying a jerk.’

‘Oh, he’s not a jerk. He just keeps saying a lot of stuff until you panic.’ He chuckles at the end of that.

But the chuckle sounds super rickety. And it doesn’t hit his eyes.

No, they go even darker than they already are on the word stuff.

‘Yeah, but that sounds like something a jerk would do,’ I say because of it.

And the darkness stays, even though he keeps trying to smile.

‘Right. But I think he means well.’

‘Even though I feel like you definitely got the impression it was bad not to be married at thirty-seven from this jackwagon. Who probably implied horrible things like how much of a loser you are and all the terrible character flaws you must have, until you cracked and told a little white lie that you never imagined he’d keep forcing you to uphold.’

He goes to keep defending this total dillhole again, I think. Most likely because he’s so nice that he can’t even fathom someone else being as awful as the total dillhole clearly is. But this time, he stops mid-thought. Shuts that mouth he’d started to open.

And finally processes what really happened, in a way that practically dances all over his face. First there’s a rush of realization, then a flicker of hurt so raw and open it actually makes my still-suspicious heart ache, just a little bit. Then, finally, comes a kind of ruefulness. Maybe even pleasure.

Like he hates learning this.

But loves that I taught him it.

‘Darn it, you’re good,’ he says. ‘I think you might be totally right. I think that’s exactly what happened. Like, he would say things that seemed friendly, but after he had I would feel terrible and gross and then just end up confessing silly stuff.’

‘Right. And I bet this happened after you told him off over something.’

‘Well, I didn’t tell him off exactly. But he was rude to a female coworker, and I had a few words to say to him about it.’

‘And after that he wouldn’t leave you alone.’

Another pause happens while he connects the dots. Then: ‘Gosh, that is amazing. That is dead-on. So, you know, I’m gonna have to give you an A-plus on your essay, “Why Henry Samuel Beckett Is a Giant Dork Who Did This Really Inadvisable Thing.”’

And I know, after he has, that I should focus on the fact that he appears to have an issue detecting passive aggression. Or maybe roll my eyes at the ridiculous way he says stuff. But instead, I find myself thinking something very weird.

Like how nice that A-plus would be.

How wonderful written praise from him would sound. Bet he would use a sparkly gel pen, I think to myself, and this funny little tingly feeling happens afterwards. Almost like a sexual thing, even though nothing he said was sexual at all. And I absolutely do not fancy him.

I don’t.

I just keep liking all the odd things he does.

While wanting to know loads more about him.

‘Your full name is Henry Samuel Beckett?’

‘You bet it is.’

‘Like the playwright?’

‘No, like the Quantum Leaper,’ he says. And without so much as a hint of embarrassment about it, too. He doesn’t even hesitate. He just tweets it out. And then he keeps going, as enthusiastically as I have never been able to be a day in my life. ‘Which you are probably too young to know about, so lemme just give you a brief overview. Okay, so, theorizing that one could time travel within his own lifetime, Dr Sam Beckett stepped into the Quantum Leap accelerator—’

And then he gives this dramatic pause, and I just can’t help it.

I want to, as usual. But I can’t somehow, with him. Like he’s given me permission to be a dork, of the kind that knows how that opening spiel ends. ‘And vanished,’ I say. Then I get the reason he makes me feel like permission has been given.

He looks delighted.

‘Holy moly, you do know it.’

‘It was my favourite show growing up.’

Until my mum made fun of me for liking something so nerdy and schmaltzy, I mentally add. But thankfully I don’t have any urge to blurt it out. Or even think about it too much, because he’s off on one.

‘Well, what do you know, mine too. I mean, more obviously for me because I’m old and my parents were clearly incredibly obsessed with it. But I guess you must have caught some reruns, maybe. If reruns are something that happens here.’

‘They are. But I was alive when it was originally on, too.’

‘You never were. You can’t be more than twenty-five.’

‘I’m thirty-one. I’ll be thirty-two next month.’

‘Gosh, really? Well, that’s a heck of a thing.’ He shakes his head, like he truly just can’t believe this astounding fact. But before I can finish feeling complimented by someone who isn’t even trying to compliment me, he’s on to the next thing. ‘And hey, happy almost birthday.’

‘Beck, there’s no such thing as an almost birthday.’

‘There is for a fellow Leaper.’

Then he makes the noise. The leaping noise.

With hand gestures, to emulate I dunno. Special effects, whooshing.

And it’s all just too much, on top of all the other weird, too-much things. Like, I’m finding it hard enough to process that someone has not turned out to be more evil than I imagined. The idea that he might not be evil at all, that he might in fact be on the level and sort of adorable . . . I can’t take that in, too.

It feels too trusting. Too much like I’m starting to like him.

And what happens then? I don’t know, I don’t know. But I am not enjoying the things it’s doing to me. Suddenly my chest feels all fluttery and messy inside and I can’t think rationally and oh god, I think I’m close to asking him inside. To do something bonkers, like watch Quantum Leap with me. And I simply cannot let that happen.

Instead, I tell him I have to go now.

Only I’m so flustered I can’t even come up with a good reason. I blurt out something about dinner and needing to do my hair and thinking maybe my phone is ringing. Then I flee the scene, like I committed some crime. The FBI are going to come around soon, and start surrounding my place with taped lines. We’ve got a textbook case of revealing too much to someone she might like here, boys, I imagine them saying, once I’m safe back inside.

Then I spend all night thinking of what I almost said.

But didn’t, because I’m this sort of person, instead.




Five

I know I should be able to immediately focus on other, more normal and important things. Like this Harchester Writing Retreat I’m supposed to be going on that Mabel set up for me. The one the author Caleb Miller is some kind of patron of, and that I haven’t even packed for yet. I keep telling myself to do it, then not doing it. Despite the fact that it cost me a fortune, even with Miller subsidizing the whole thing so that writers pay less. And that it should be easy, considering it’s supposed to be at least partly like a holiday.

Low pressure, Mabel called it.

A two-week holiday, like a sort of spa for the soul.

But it feels kind of not that way, now I’m getting down to the nitty-gritty. I keep thinking of last week’s dinner over at Mabel and Alfie’s, and Alfie saying nobody had ever shown him he was the right kind of person to be what he really wanted to be until he met Mabel, and how much more frightening trying to do all that he’s done would have felt without someone who supports you, and helps you believe.

Who sees the real you, and thinks the real you is okay.

You’ve got Mabel and Berinder, I tell myself. You’ve got yourself.

But I kind of know it’s not the same. It’s not being seen so completely. Though if I’m honest, I don’t even know how to let myself be seen like that. Whenever Mabel or Berinder ask me about taking these first faltering steps into writing my own stuff instead of cheesy marketing copy, I kind of don’t know what to say. I don’t even know if I understand.

It’s like the desire is there, but I’m scared of what shape it might take. How silly it could be. How small, and not quite special enough. If you start you’re going to stumble at the first hurdle, I keep thinking. And then I’ll be too crushed to try again. Too sure it means I’m not cut out for something more. And then there are the other, more immediate issues on my plate.

Like the fact that this Uber is definitely going a super-long way around to the book launch party Mabel wanted me to come to. Or the even worse fact that when I finally do get there I realize I am wearing the wrong sort of shoes for something like this.

She said it wasn’t too fancy, so I wore flats.

I prefer flats, I will go with them if I can get away with it.

But there are a million influencer types here, and they’re all in heels.

So I’m completely fucked, in a way that would usually occupy my brain to a ridiculous degree. But for some reason, my brain just didn’t get the memo. All it seems to want to do is think about the weirdo across the hall.

And not even in a reasonable way, either. Because it starts out asking the understandable questions, like who is this asshole who’s doing this to him and what is he going to do to get himself out of the situation. Or even slightly less understandable questions, such as what sort of wife he gave himself and whether she’s smart and interesting and nerdy in the exact way he’s smart and interesting and nerdy, and kind just like he is kind, and a million other things that I don’t think I could ever be.

But then it starts sliding sideways into completely irrelevant nonsense.

I find myself standing by the canapé table, sad crab puff wilting on a napkin in my hand, going over and over every mad thing he said and did in front of me. Like the reveal of his long johns, and the fact that he started actually reciting the opening spiel of Quantum Leap to explain it to me, and the way he sounded when he did.

The way he sounds always.

Like his big, elastic American accent is eagerly devouring every word he speaks, and finding all of them completely delicious. Like his mouth wants to make love to every word he says, and each one of them really enjoys it. All of which is mad enough on its own, I know. But then I also start thinking about his hands. The way they move when he’s talking, when he’s writing. How quick they are, how expressive. How quick and expressive all of him is. Bet he tested off the charts in school, I somehow randomly think in the middle of it all.

Though I suppose it’s not that weird, when I did the same.

You learn to recognize the signs in someone else.

That alien quality, that sense that you’re operating in a way that isn’t quite right. Being clever isn’t going to make men like you, my mum used to say. And she was right about that. It wasn’t until I learned to hide my cleverness that I got dates and made friends. That I fit in with everybody else. And it’s only because Mabel and Berinder are so lovely that I’ve ever even opened up with them.

But I don’t think he’s ever felt the need to hide a thing.

I think he is just himself, completely and utterly, right from the start.

Super enthusiastic, smart as a whip, and worse – so nice-seeming. And if there’s one thing a shit ton of people hate more than any sign of cleverness, it’s any sign of being as sweet as he appears to be. Hell, even I’m here pouring scorn on it and doubting he is and wondering what his angle must possibly be.

And okay, I have good reason.

The long list of terrible men.

My mum in my ear, telling me good people don’t really exist.

But even so, even so. God, sometimes I’m just so tired of insisting that kindness is a thing worthy of rolling your eyes over. Of rolling my eyes, because that’s one more way of making yourself cool. Of making yourself safe. Just once, I’d like to believe enough to talk about Quantum Leap with someone, I think.

Then try not to cringe over thinking something that ridiculous.

And fail, obviously and spectacularly. I mean honestly, what am I doing? Fantasizing about bingeing an old TV show with a dude I hardly know. An annoying dude, who does things like spot me across a party and then immediately hoot a name that isn’t mine in an incredibly excitable manner. While wearing what can only be described as a suit someone would wear to prom in the seventies.

It’s blue.

It’s pale blue.

The shirt underneath it has ruffles down the centre.

Plus he’s waving. He’s waving at me. I should feel mortified.

I do not know why I have to stop myself grinning goofily instead.

And even more so when I see him sort of half jog over to me, like some dad on his way to the wedding disco dance floor, fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Now I’ve got to pretend I didn’t like that somehow.

But all I can come up with is this:

‘I feel like I’ve got to tell you my name isn’t short for Constance, Beck.’

Only somehow, it doesn’t come out like I’m trying to chide him. To put him back in line, alongside other things I keep at a distance. It comes out like I want him closer. That I want him to know who I really am.

And I can’t even get out of it, because of course he’s all apologies.

‘Oh no, I’m so sorry. I went and made an ass out of me and . . . well, also me, it seems,’ he says – because of the saying. The assume saying, oh god. Now I’m almost laughing. And I can see Mabel and Berinder out of the corner of my eye, looking at me curiously. Like, wait, what’s going on here, why is Connie Evans enjoying this big chunk of American cheese?

So keeping a straight face and a stern demeanour is an imperative.

‘Well, it isn’t. I just told everybody that was my name,’ I say, firmly. But unfortunately, that only seems to get me in deeper. He looks way too amazed by this fact. And I think I like that he is amazed. I find myself looking up into his big, perfectly open and delighted face, waiting breathlessly to hear what actually nice things he has to say about that.

And he doesn’t disappoint.

‘Golly, so you have some kind of secret identity? Are you in the witness protection programme? Let me guess: you witnessed a murder and had to flee your country of origin. Really you’re the Russian daughter of an evil oil baron,’ he tells me.

And god, the way his brain works.

All I want to do is join it, in working that way.

But of course I can’t.

‘Of course not,’ I snort.

‘Then you had a more normal reason.’

‘Yes. Connie just sounded cooler than who I really am.’

‘Oh, I see, I see. Mind if I ask who you really are?’

A big smart dork, my brain automatically answers.

Because it is conspiring against me, apparently.

‘Hazel. My actual given name is Hazel.’

‘Well, isn’t that something.’

‘I know what something means,’ I sigh, and look at him pointedly.

But my pointed look just bounces right off him. There isn’t even a hint of what a weirdo on his face. And it’s a big face, so it would be really easy to see. Yet no, no. ‘Somehow I don’t reckon you do,’ he says, and he even sounds sincere.

I don’t know why I keep going.

‘Then you’re reckoning wrong. I get it, okay. It’s soft and sad.’

‘Yeah. Like an autumn day, sat looking out over the frost-covered fields. All wrapped in wool with a warm mug of hot chocolate in your hands and a romantic book at your side.’ He looks away, obviously lost in thought about this preposterous scenario. Then seems to realize I’m staring at him incredulously. ‘Was that too much? Because I can go again, no problem.’

Dear god, please do, I think.

But panic and disbelief win out over what I really want.

‘Going again implies that the first version was made up.’

‘Or that your name and you make me think of a million things. And my mind just doesn’t want to settle for one. It wants all of them, all at the same time. It wants as many things as you can stand to tell me.’

‘Honestly I don’t even know why I told you this.’

He seems to mull this while reaching for a crab puff. Then answers, while placing it delicately on a napkin. ‘Maybe because you know my secret. So it felt safer to share.’

‘So, like mutually assured destruction, then. If I tell, you tell.’

‘Well, maybe not something that dramatic for you. Yours is just a name.’

He pops the puff into his mouth. While I find myself thinking: Is it though?

Because now my head is full of memories, and all of them are of my grandmother. My grandmother, whom I was named after. My grandmother, who used to let me watch whatever I wanted and read whatever I wanted and kept my glasses at her house so I could wear them instead of the contacts I hated. My grandmother, who didn’t care if I wasn’t the perfect little stylish, middle-class girl preparing for her perfect little stylish, middle-class life.

And then I think of my mother saying if it weren’t for the family tradition of naming people after other people, they would have called me something better. More befitting the woman you’re going to be, she’d said once. Though of course I can’t tell him any of that.

I’ve already told him too much.

‘Even so, I don’t think that’s it,’ I say instead.

But somehow that just makes it worse.

‘Maybe you just wanted someone to know.’

‘Lots of people know, all right.’

‘Like who?’ he asks. So gently, too.

I need to stop bristling about it – but I can’t, I can’t.

‘Mabel. My other buddy Berinder.’

‘So two people. And both of them women.’

‘If you’re trying to slyly call me a man-hater—’

‘I don’t think it’s being a hater to worry what a strange dude might do with vulnerable information about yourself. Or what a date might think of the real you, if you ever dared to share it.’

I flinch at that. I don’t mean to, but I do.

And I can feel myself bristling even harder, too.

‘You’re one to talk about the real you,’ I say without meaning to.

Only he just laughs and shakes his head at himself. ‘Well, you sure do have me there. Considering I invented a whole wife to make me less of a loser,’ he tells me, with a chuckle still in his voice. As if it’s no big deal and totally honest to frame him that way. Even though it fucking isn’t.

‘That wasn’t what I meant. There was no loser in my words whatsoever.’

‘Oh, I know, I know that. I’m just being honest about the situation.’

He spreads his hands. While I jab one of mine at him, finger first.

‘No, you’re not. You’re adopting other people’s cruel opinions of you as if they’re facts. Even though they’re not facts at all. Because, okay, I get why you did what you did, but you should know that there is nothing wrong with being single. And if people want to scoff at you for being single for whatever little while you have been, well, then, they’re just assholes,’ I say. And I’m breathing hard once I’m done. I’m all red, like I get when something makes me furious.

I’ve no idea why, however. Or what prompted me to defend his honour like my life depended on it. It just sort of burst out of me before I could think about it. And even weirder – I don’t think I regret it.

Something about him makes me think I don’t have to.

Which is dangerous, I know. I shouldn’t trust in that, all things considered.

Though he says nothing to make me think I’m right not to. ‘And I very much appreciate that. But I should probably point out here, in the interest of this full and frank disclosure thing we’ve got going on here, that it has not been just a little while for me,’ he says, and when he does he kind of leans toward me a bit.

Not enough to invade my space, though.

Just enough that he can speak in a hushed tone. Like he doesn’t want anyone else to hear this embarrassing part – even though there’s no one around us, and nothing he’s saying is embarrassing at all. It’s not even relevant, honestly. ‘Well, the amount of time is not the important part,’ I say.

Much to his discomfort.

‘Does it get more important if we are talking more than six months?’

‘It does not. Six months is nothing. I’ve gone way longer than that.’

‘And by way longer you probably mean maybe a year, right?’

I shrug one shoulder. ‘It could even be more. I haven’t kept track.’

‘Yeah, but you would know if it was into decades, I’m thinking.’

I laugh at that. And I shake my head, too.

‘Well, I mean probably, yes. Because that would be a real record,’ I say.

Only he’s not giving me that energy back. He’s just sort of wincing.

‘Yes, ma’am, it would,’ he says, and I know then. I know, about a second before he spells it out. ‘And as for it being more like always, for all of your life, well. You’d sure be aware of it then. Heck, that amount of time might even make you want to not outright just say so to your new friend, in case she realizes that you actually are as weird as people think you are when you do.’

And as he does, I can feel the smile on my face sort of sliding off.

Even though I do my best to keep it there. Because I don’t think he’s weird for this, I don’t. Instead, all I can think is man, no wonder he invented a fake wife when people get funny with you for being single for five fucking minutes. And not even bad people, either. Good people. Friends. Your mum.

So god only knows what his awful-sounding coworkers have been doing to him. And now suddenly I’m even madder about the whole thing than I was before. The same way I would be for someone I like very much – like Mabel, like Berinder. As if somehow he is already on their level with me, without even really trying.

‘That does not make you weird. In fact, fuck those fuckers for whatever fucking thing they have said to you that made you think you are. Not everybody wants a relationship. Not everybody is into having one. Not everybody is lucky enough to find their person, even if they do. The end,’ I end up spitting out.

And Christ, his answering expression when I do.

He looks astonished.

Like it never occurred to him that anyone could say such things.

‘So you don’t even want to work out where I went wrong?’ he asks.

Because I’m guessing most people do. And now, for some reason, I hate all of them.

In fact, I’m scanning the few stragglers still in this room to see if any of them might be the culprits, with what feels like narrowed eyes. ‘No. And I think anyone who does has worms for brains,’ I tell him, so witheringly I feel sure it will make him reconsider. Yet somehow, he just keeps going.

‘But it could be that I am seriously unlikable.’

‘Oh my god, someone has actually told you that, haven’t they.’

‘They might have done. Once or twice. Or seven or eight times. And occasionally I hear it from a quiz I might take in a magazine, like Cosmo. Or a book with a title like How to Not Die Alone.’

I glance back at him to see how much of that is a joke.

But it seems the answer is zero, if his expression is anything to go by.

It looks like a shrug. If you could shrug with your face. Like, well, that’s just the way things are, I guess. And I refuse to let that be the case. ‘You’re not going to die alone. Or at least, not unless you want to die alone. Which is a perfectly valid choice, and not something anyone should be an asshole to you about,’ I say, and now his astonishment at how hard I’m going about this is starting to settle into something else. Delighted bemusement, I think it is. Actually no – I know it is. Because he has that big face, and his emotions are equally enormous, and so it’s just easy with him. He’s like a complicated adult story, told via the medium of a beautiful pop-up book.

And for some reason, I think I like reading it.

I like seeing something new and knowable unfurl before me from another human being. But especially when he caps it off with that soft yawn of a voice, saying the kinds of things nobody else would even think to. ‘Well, it sure is nice to hear that. Though you should probably know, it’s not really the case for me. In fact, to be honest . . . I never wanted anything more than to be married to someone. You know how other little kids wanted to be firemen and doctors and lawyers, like their parents? Not me. I always dreamed of being a husband,’ he says.

And the weirdest thing happens when he does.

I wait for the laugh to pop out of me at something I think I should find funny.

But no laugh pops out of me at all. I don’t even feel the slightest bit amused.

Instead I get this funny feeling in my chest. And I find myself leaning closer to him, so full of curiosity I know it’s all over my face. My eyes feel too wide, my lips feel too parted, and words, when they come, are much too breathless. ‘And what made it dream-worthy for you?’ I ask, like some virgin talking to a slut, wanting him to teach her his ways.

But luckily, he doesn’t seem to notice that.

He just seems pleased that I’m interested.

‘You really want to know? Well, all right, I’ll tell you,’ he says, all beaming grin and obliviousness. In fact, he almost seems casual about the speech he then launches into. ‘One of the main things I used to dream about a lot was reading the papers in bed with someone in the mornings. The lifestyle section, the sports pages, the important news of the day. Me and whoever it was chattering about what we read. Drinking a warm drink that I somehow like, probably because they found it for me. Going for a walk in the park after that, or maybe something more. I’ve never really liked antiquing, but I would antique just for the pleasure of being with another person who does. Walking by their side, with their hand in mine. Listening to them say all the little things that make them glad to be alive.’

And all the way through it, he doesn’t even act like he’s saying anything special. He spends half the time searching for another crab puff as he speaks. I have to stand there and listen to him telling me all of this while he makes himself a second little paper plate out of a napkin.

Though to be honest, I’m glad.

Because it means I can rearrange what I know is a too-tender expression on my face, before he clocks it. I can blink back the absurd and inexplicable tears in my eyes. I can seem normal, I can seem like my armoured self, like Connie Connie Connie and not whatever that absolute nothingness did to me.

He just talked about reading the paper, I yell at myself inside.

But the problem is, myself doesn’t want to listen. Instead, it wants to marvel over how much he made the mundane sound so beautiful. It wants to tell him that I get it now, that nothing on earth has ever made more sense to me than what he just said, and though I manage to stop myself, it’s not for a good reason.

We just get interrupted before I can.

By some guy with a big, meaty hand.

And the reason I know his hand is big and meaty is that he thwacks it into Beck’s shoulder before he says a single word. Then he laughs, as if he cracked a joke only he is great enough to get. At which point, two things become immediately clear to me. That at some point, this man was a gym teacher in an American high school.

And that he is also, without a doubt, the primary source of Beck’s troubles.

Oh, he is so much the source that I don’t even need to see Beck’s face to know it. I can just smell it, wafting in waves from this asshole’s dark brown buzz cut and his ruddy face and his too many, veneered teeth. From the suit that’s definitely expensive but doesn’t look it, the ring on his left pinky that’s probably for some winning-team nonsense from 1999, the waft of his abrasive and overly applied aftershave.

It’s plain as day.

But I look at Beck all the same. And I see him try to smile around his despair and panic. I watch him try to be friendly, as if everything is normal.

Instead of being completely terrible, in every conceivable way.

‘Holy crap, is this goon talking to a real live woman?’ this dude actually has the nerve to say. And when he’s done saying it, he laughs. He laughs.

While Beck just . . . I don’t know.

Tries to be a good sport.

Chuckles and nods, like he’s attempting to be kind to this chode.

‘You got me,’ this big decent man who just wants to be someone’s husband says, and then honestly can I even be blamed for what I do next? I don’t even think I’m in full control of myself when I do. These loud disaster sirens just start going off in my head, and they wipe out any sort of reasonable thoughts or sense of caution.

It’s pure survival mode.

Kill or let Beck be killed by a level-eleven douche hurricane.

And apparently I would face god and walk backward into hell before I’d allow that to happen. Because I laugh, and look at him like he just said the most foolish thing in the world, and then I say the worst thing I possibly could.

‘Of course he’s talking to me. I’m his wife.’




Six

Of course I realize immediately that I have made A Mistake. I don’t need him to look at me with the kind of horror usually reserved for killer clowns to know that. But he does it anyway, the second the words fall out of my mouth. His eyes suddenly widen to the point where I can see the whites all the way around the chocolate-brown middles; his entire body starts vibrating minutely.

And he stays that way, all through me making small talk with the douche.

Even though the small talk is the most tedious load of drivel I’ve ever had to endure. He tells me that he’s dating a Victoria’s Secret model. And has a Tesla. And that nobody is as good at picking winners as him. Only by winners, he means books. He means authors. That’s how he views his role as an editor: it’s just whoever scores the highest. Like this is all just some sweaty game in that high school gym I’m sure he used to run.

In fact, at one point, he tells me that he regularly beats Beck on who has the most bestselling authors. And in a way that implies he definitely thinks he deserved the job Beck got, when Beck was shipped in to replace the guy who fled. It makes Beck go even weirder than he already is. He kind of stiffens all over, in a way that makes me want to kill this asshole.

But I settle for getting Beck out of there. I clamp my mouth shut around the words I really shouldn’t say and grab hold of his arm, and start to manoeuvre him out into the car park. Despite how much effort manoeuvring him takes. It’s like shifting a really massive frozen mannequin. When I let him go he actually stops dead, as if he has ceased being able to move under his own power.

Though things get no better when he comes back to life.

Now he stands between a Ford Cortina and a BMW, looking down at me like I have gone completely round the twist. And the first words out of his mouth aren’t good ones. ‘Oh my good golly, why would you do such a thing?’ he gasps out.

So now I have to somehow answer him.

Even though I barely know why I did it myself. Because sure, I can tell myself I just hate douchebags. Or that I didn’t like the idea of anyone getting one up on a guy I suspect might really be as nice as he constantly seems. But truthfully, I know that can’t completely cover it. There was something else in there, something that just seemed to build inside my chest when he started talking about the life he longs to have.

Like a second heart I didn’t know I had.

That beats all heavy and hard and slow.

And it made me jump in with both feet before I thought anything through.

Though of course I can’t tell him that. I can’t tell him any of these things. All I’ve got is bluster and bullshit, so I commit to that as hard as I can. ‘Oh, come on. You can’t tell me you didn’t like seeing him with egg on his face,’ I say, and I laugh as I do. In fact, he laughs, too, in response.

Only his laugh is verging on hysteria.

And he puts his hands so deep in his hair that when he gets them back out again, his hair stays exactly where he just shoved it. He looks like he put his fingers into an electric socket. So I know his answer is going to be bad when it finally comes.

I’m just not prepared for how bad.

‘You know I would have, I truly would have. But how, by goodness, can I be when you just told someone as crafty and conniving as him that someone as impossible as you is inexplicably married to a man like me?’ he asks. Because of course his main concern is how unsuitable as a phony wife I am. Of course it is. He wants a woman who is kind and gentle and decent. A woman who doesn’t do hotheaded, impulsive things because some douche was rude. A woman who is comfortable being smart and nerdy, and hasn’t just spent years trying to undo the idea that it makes her unattractive.

I don’t make any sense for someone like him.

I’m a mess. He’s tidy. I’m all sharp edges and brittle bits.

He’s soft and warm and joyful. In fact, he’s so soft and warm and joyful that I can barely comprehend it. I don’t think I’ve ever been able to access that level of sincere happiness in my entire life. I’m not even sure if I’ve ever had space to create it. My mum used to roll her eyes if I so much as got excited about a birthday party – and I know that jadedness has infected me. I can feel it always seething beneath the surface, waiting to put a dampener on things.

I just could never be what someone like him needs.

Though honestly, it’s not as if I want to be. Or can be churlish about something like that. I mean, I just got him into this massive pickle. Bare minimum, I should be focusing on fixing it. But somehow, instead, I find myself rolling my eyes.

‘Okay, I’m sorry I made your mortal enemy think your pretend wife isn’t the probable soft, sweet, completely together genius of your dreams,’ I say, in a way I kind of hate myself for.

But he doesn’t even hate me for it, too.

He just looks even more baffled than he did before.

‘I don’t even know what any of that means.’

‘It means that you want a better fake spouse than me.’

‘Oh my gosh, you can’t possibly believe that is the problem here.’

‘Well, if it isn’t, then what is?’

He throws up his hands. But throwing up his hands isn’t even enough. He has to use them to implore the heavens for help. They stay up there for ages – all the way through him trying to explain to me. ‘The opposite of what you just said, Connie. The absolute complete and total opposite. Because there is absolutely no way I can convincingly be the husband of a woman like you. Look at how enormous and glossy and half-pink your hair currently is. You look like a picture on the wall of a super-nice hair salon. Your eyeliner wings are completely symmetrical, your purse matches your frankly awesome shoes, and your dress changes colours when you move. I can’t live up to any of that on my best day. And doubly so while in the same suit I wore to prom,’ he cries, then just for good measure he gestures at said suit.

So now I can’t even process the barrage of compliments.

Or the fact that a man said them at all, instead of attempting to neg me.

No – I have to focus on that unhinged last fact. ‘There’s no way that was the right size when you were in high school,’ I say in a dazed-sounding voice. But he can’t even give me that. He just adds more impossible things to the pile, while I stand there marvelling over the ruffles and the colour and how big he would have had to have been. Surely, I think, he couldn’t have been that big.

‘I was six-five and two hundred and fifty pounds in eighth grade, Connie. The other kids called me Frankenstein. One time I taught a whole class because I was mistaken for the teacher and too embarrassed to admit I wasn’t,’ he says, and I want to laugh, I do. But he just sounds so earnest about it, is the thing. Somehow it just fills my head with exactly what kind of teacher he would be.

The stickers he would give you, for being a good girl.

All the gel pens he would probably let you borrow, without a word.

It makes me blurt out gushing nonsense instead of scornful amusement.

‘Yeah, but I bet you did it awesomely,’ I say.

But he doesn’t even seem to notice that’s weird.

‘Whether I did or not is beside the point.’

‘Then what is the point?’

‘That you have put me in a dilly of a pickle.’

And okay, he’s got me there. Even though he used the word dilly and the word pickle in a sentence said in the twenty-first century, he has a point. But it’s fine, it’s totally okay, because the pickle and the dilly are nowhere near as bad as he seems to be thinking. ‘Yeah, but only for right now. After this party you can just avoid him, wait a little while, then say we got divorced and hey, presto. All your problems are solved. He’s off your back, and you don’t have to panic very unreasonably that I don’t seem like your wife,’ I tell him.

Confidently, too.

It’s just that he doesn’t look confident in response.

He looks like the teacher he said he was once forced to be, trying to explain that he’s just a student. He even briefly pinches the bridge of his nose before he answers me. ‘And that would all be true. If we could avoid him.’

‘But of course we can,’ I say. ‘It’s just an office. And I’m not even in it.’

‘You not being in it doesn’t matter in this case. It’s not going to matter.’

‘How does it not matter when it means he never has to see me again?’

‘Connie, he’s going to see you again very soon. For two whole weeks.’

He says the words calmly, gently. And that seems fine, that seems reasonable – until I process what he’s just told me. Until I realize what it means. After which, I don’t know how he’s being calm and gentle at all.

He should probably be murdering me, all things considered.

I mean, I want to murder me, and I’m the one who did this.

‘Okay, so he’s going to be at the writing retreat,’ I say, and it takes everything I have to not sound like I’m dying of a fatal disease as I do. Be positive and come up with solutions, I order myself, and to be fair to me, I manage. ‘Right. Well, that’s fine. That’s cool. Because you know what? I’m great at pretending stuff.’

‘Yeah, but you know who isn’t? This guy,’ he says.

Then he actually jabs his two thumbs at himself.

You know, just to underline exactly how dire our situation is. Even though I would rather the opposite of underlining happen here. I want the words to have nothing around them. They need to blend right into the paragraph they’re in the middle of. In fact, if they could do less than blend, that would be great.

Let them be barely printed.

Have them look faint, in a font that makes everyone’s eyes glaze over.

But by the time I beg the universe for this, it’s already sunk in.

‘Oh my god. So you’re also going to be there,’ I groan, despairingly.

As if that’s the very worst possible thing about all of this.

When of course it isn’t. He has more for me, so much more.

‘Connie, I’m the one who made it happen. I am running the thing.’

‘Wow. Wow, okay. So you absolutely have to go on it.’

He shakes his head. ‘There is literally no way around it.’

‘Okay, but maybe there is. Maybe I won’t go.’

‘And how will that help me pretend to be your husband? Because of course I will still very much have to do that. Constantly, for fourteen days. While also explaining why my wife, who is suddenly in London with me, didn’t come on the retreat I said she would be on if she weren’t stuck in the US,’ he says, then just as my panic is starting to reach a crescendo, he adds one last kicker. ‘And you know even if none of that was true, I would never want you to miss something you’ve obviously been super longing for.’

At which point I almost lose it. And not just because he just added another Jenga block to our already toppling tower. No, there’s also just the plain shock of him knowing something like that. Followed by the furious understanding of how he does. ‘Mabel should just shut up,’ I burst out. Because really, who else could have told him? I haven’t said anything like it to another soul. She and Berinder are the only two people I’ve ever shared anything real about myself with, and even they weren’t given it at first. They’d just eased it all out of me, with their patient love and care.

And now here’s my reward: Mabel telling this guy that I get giddy at the thought of writing something probably rubbish and ridiculous.

Or so I think.

‘Aha. So it’s true enough that you think someone told me,’ he says, like the goddamn smarty-trousers he is.

‘Okay, all right, calm down, Hercule.’

‘As in Poirot? Frankly I’m going to take that as a compliment.’

‘Of course you are. Of course you are, holy shit. Because that is what you’re like. You are the sort of person who sees the beauty in a kind, intelligent, weird television detective, and thinks more of me not getting to go on a retreat than anything else, and now I’ve ruined your entire life,’ I say, all in a rush of emotion I don’t even know I feel until it’s there. Until it makes me say all of those things, and then put my face in my hands.

God, I have made a mess here.

And even by my speak-before-I-think, straight-to-fury-at-some-injustice-without-thinking-about-the-consequences standards, it’s a big one. Bigger than when I started fighting all those football fan trolls going after Mabel, bigger than when I punched Dawn Henderson in high school for hiding Jenny Tate’s lunch, bigger than all the times I’ve been fired for talking back at work.

I know it is.

It’s just that Beck doesn’t seem to think so.

‘All right, whoa, Nelly, I think ruined my entire life is a little steep,’ he says, after a moment of what I’m assuming is him looking at me, all probably worried and distressed by my sudden descent into despair.

And sure enough, when I drop my hands, there it is. His big, lovely face, all soft with concern. As if I am the one who deserves concern here. Instead of, like, jail. For my crimes against good sense.

‘Yeah, but only because you’re so nice. I mean, come on, how haven’t I? Even if I stay at home now he’s just gonna constantly be there with you, asking you questions about why I’m not there and why you never said I was supposed to be going and how come eighteen million other things that I didn’t think about, oh god, why didn’t I think about them? I just blundered in like always, and now everything is a fucking mess,’ I say, mind racing for a solution that just will not come.

And now he’s trying to wave it away.

He makes a noise like pfffffttt.

As if it’s nothing. No big deal.

‘Everything is not a fudging mess,’ he says, and honestly I think I start crying inside over the fact that he didn’t want to repeat my swear word. And doubly so when he continues. ‘It’s just one tiny brief humiliation. I’ve had millions of them over my life. And some of them were way more horrible than a work colleague finding out I made up a wife. Like the time Becky Thwaite said she wanted to make out with me in the cleaning closet, and I went in there but it was really dark and, well, the picture they got of me kissing the elderly janitor became pretty infamous. Mainly because they blew it up and stuck it on the only billboard in town.’

‘That cannot be a real thing that happened to you,’ I say.

Furiously, while my hands make fists of their own accord.

But all he does is shrug.

‘It’s not even the most unreal thing I can think of, to be honest.’

‘So there’s something worse in your bag of horrible experiences than snogging your high school janitor and having it advertised to your friends and neighbours like some kind of incredibly strange brand of cereal?’

‘I mean, that wasn’t even the top of that category.’

‘You have a category of date fake-outs?’

‘When you hit double digits, you kind of have to.’

He laughs on the end of that. Shakes his head, like it’s just so silly.

Instead of being pretty much one of the most awful things I’ve ever heard.

It’s honestly all I can do not to hunt down the women who’ve done this to him, vigilante-style. Like a rom-com version of John Wick, getting revenge for someone killing this man-shaped puppy at the start. Only instead of using guns, I’m going to fix this. I am going to fix it. I don’t care what it takes, I am doing it.

And I even have an idea how to. No matter how mad that idea might be.

‘Okay, look. Here is what is going to happen. We are both going to merrily go on this retreat. And when we do, we are going to pretend that we are husband and wife for the entire duration. End of discussion,’ I say.

But the best part is – he doesn’t even get to argue.

Because Mabel and Berinder are coming toward us.

They’re wanting to know what we’re talking about, and telling me it’s time to go. So he can’t protest, he can’t poke holes. He just has to accept that my plan is perfect, and everything is going to work out okay.

It’s totally going to work out okay.

Oh god, I think, as I get into our Uber.

I hope this is going to work out okay.




Seven

Of course I don’t expect him to just accept what I said and never say a word about it again. But I’m a little surprised to get a note under my door, at about half past eleven. I’m in my pyjamas, eating ice cream and watching the Star Wars movie he said he’s watched twelve times, while trying not to think about the mad thing I did. And it just skitters across my floor.

I pick it up with the spoon still in my mouth.

Unfold it, to find his gorgeous handwriting, picking up where we left off.

You can’t end of discussion something that preposterous, he has written, so I grab my own notepad, and I scribble my answer. Of course I can. And I’ll do it again if you keep arguing. Then I slip it back under the door to the place I know he’s still standing. I can hear him, nervously pacing. Probably wanting to do something that makes more sense than passing notes, like knock. Or even text.

Though I know why he didn’t do either.

It’s late. He didn’t want to disturb me.

Or at least, he doesn’t until he realizes I want to disturb him right back.

But I have to keep arguing. Because I really do not think you have thought through everything this would entail. I mean, we would have to stay in the same cabin together. Heck, we would have to sleep in the same bedroom. Maybe even in the same bed. You really think you can sleep in the same bed as me for two weeks? I get, a moment later. A little more hurried than the first note, but still beautiful-looking.

Even if it is a load of nonsense.

I don’t have to think that. Because that wouldn’t need to be a thing, I write back. Getting into this now, it feels like, in a way I can’t fully grasp. All I know is that I slide down the door and sit like that, before I push the note back.

And I think he’s doing the same on the other side.

We’re just silently speaking through writing now.

Like kids in a detention of their own design.

Explain to me how it wouldn’t, he sends to me.

So I send back: We can just say we’re in the same bed.

Then there’s a pause, before he finally gives me this:

And you think that will be easy to pull off when we’re staying in a cabin with two other people, one of whom is him?

I turn and look at the door at that. As if he can see my disbelief through it.

Then I scribble, furiously, Oh my god, you’re not serious. You can’t be serious. I don’t even know why you’d agree to that. Two weeks with him – he’s awful. He might actually be the worst person in the world. I couldn’t even stand him for thirty seconds, never mind that gigantic amount of time, I put, then shove it through to him.

But he’s not thrown off.

As if talking like this gives him more confidence.

And that is yet another reason we shouldn’t do this, he writes, in this very practical, reasonable sort of manner. Though of course he should know by now that practical and reasonable hold no water with me.

Not when sticking it to giant buttholes is on the line.

Oh, when that’s on the line, I can double down on anything.

Actually, it’s even more of a reason we should. Someone needs to save your cinnamon roll ass from evil, and apparently that someone is me. So start thinking of everything I need to know to convincingly be your wife, I write back, with several underlines and lots of exclamation marks.

Then I get this in response:

Well, first off, you need to be significantly less awesome than you just were.

And I want to enjoy it, I do. I doubt there’s anything finer than getting an A-plus and a smiley face from someone like him. I bet at least one of the students he accidentally taught is still chasing that high, all these years later.

But I can’t do the same. Because he’s wrong. What do you mean? That was not awesome. It was just standard decency, I write, so irritated now that I’m thinking of just speaking. Maybe even shouting. And then he writes this:

Well, whatever it was, it’s not going to help you endure a dull dork like me.

And okay, I have no choice now. ‘You are not a dull dork, Beck,’ I say out loud. Both my hands suddenly fists, pounding the air in front of me. Like a lawyer, trying to convince a jury that isn’t there.

But the jury is having none of it.

‘Tell that to my last date. And the four dates before that,’ he says back.

Casually, like it’s nothing. Even though it only infuriates me more.

‘Five separate women did not imply those things.’

‘You’re absolutely right, they did not imply it. They directly said it.’

‘All of them did? In those exact words? Where are you finding these people, a dating site called Going Directly to Hell Dot Com?’ I ask, then can’t even wait for the answer. I just think about them doing this and the same thing happens as when he said that thing about the billboard. Fury engulfs me, so white-hot that this time I can’t fight it. I blurt out inadvisable things, again. ‘You know what, how about you give me their numbers. I swear I just want to talk.’

Lucky for me, however, he does not take that as too much soppy caring about him. Instead, he tackles it with the earnest, practical gusto I’m starting to like way too much. ‘I would but I feel like by that, you mean murder. And then I’d end up having to bust you out of prison over it – even though I can guarantee you, my busting skills would not be up to the task. My cakes are too light to really conceal a tunnel-digging tool, for starters. Then there’s the fact that I am not a patient man when justice is on the line. I just could not wait twenty years for you to make a big hole behind a poster of Rita Hayworth. I would have to come in from the other side with a drill of some description. And even if somehow I managed all of that, and got you through the sewers and into my getaway car, well. We wouldn’t really be getting away so much as crawling along the highway at ten under the speed limit. Because I am the most cautious driver to ever live,’ he says, and I don’t know what’s better.

That he invents this whole narrative.

Or the way he sounds when he does. His voice is just so warm, and easy. It’s like listening to someone narrate over the top of a movie about some long-ago triumph over insurmountable odds. It’s like an audiobook about an old man, teaching heartwarming life lessons to a troubled youth. It’s so great and so soothing and kind of hilarious at the same time.

And it throws me, it throws me.

I can’t even say anything, until he registers that I’m not.

Then I scramble to offer a faint, weak: ‘You can’t be that bad.’

But somehow, he just kind of laughs.

‘One time I was pulled over for going around one of them roustabouts you’ve got here too many times. And by too many times I mean I failed to take the lane I needed to on thirty-seven occasions. According to the cop who finally forced me out of there, it was some kind of record for his area. And just in case you don’t believe me, I have a fun bit of evidence for you here,’ he says.

Then just as I go to doubt it, a square of newspaper slides under the door. And I’m so greedy to see whatever is on there that I don’t even think to ask why on earth he keeps it on himself at all times. I just look, and there it is. A picture of him, next to the headline: AMERICAN MAN SETS ROUNDABOUT WORLD RECORD.

In it, he has both thumbs up.

So of course I can’t even stop myself covering my mouth with my hand.

‘Yeah, bet you’re really starting to regret making that offer now, huh,’ he says, though honestly I don’t know why. All it does is make him seem much too hard on himself, and then give away exactly what he’s doing here.

‘You keep saying what you obviously think will put me off doing this. Only somehow, it’s the kind of thing that just makes me want to do it even harder. I mean, I was mad before that he was being a jerk to you. But now that I know how much everyone is a jerk to you, and also that you put two thumbs up in a mugshot completely unironically, all my fury triggers have been pounded on too hard for me to take,’ I say.

Much to his frustration.

‘None of that is enough of a reason for you personally to do so much for me. I mean, what would you even get out of this arrangement?’

‘Aside from satisfaction that justice is being served. And some sense that I’ve made up for my epic blunder. And a feeling of relief that someone as kind as you isn’t going to be hurt by someone who’s literally trying to steal your job?’

‘He’s not literally trying to steal my job. He just jokes a lot about me not deserving it and what would happen if our boss found out I was lying about something this weird and oh no, I’m making it worse, aren’t I?’

‘If by worse you mean filling me with an even deeper outrage and determination to do this, then yes. Yes, you are.’ I sigh, and shake my head at nothing but my own empty flat. ‘I mean god, Beck, are you really trying to persuade me not to do this when you could actually lose your job over it?’

‘It’s unlikely that I really would. You can’t fire someone because they’re a weird liar. No matter how much you say you hate weird liars. And like the idea of your employees being perfectly normal family men.’

‘Oh god, your boss is one of those super conservative assholes?’

‘Kind of. A little. Not enough to panic me about any of this.’

‘Beck, I can hear the panic in your voice right now.’

He has the decency to go quiet over that.

Only for a second though. Then he’s right back on it.

‘Look, either way I don’t think you should have to do this without getting something for yourself out of it. Something just for you. Something I can help you with, the way you would be helping me,’ he says, so urgently I can feel myself starting to listen. Even though I have no idea what I could possibly ask for. I find myself looking over everything in my flat for inspiration.

And then it hits me.

I don’t have to come up with something I really want.

I just have to come up with something that will convince him.

‘Okay, so what if you just help me with the retreat. With things I might not understand, or that I could get wrong. Stuff I might make a fool of myself over,’ I say, and try to laugh as I do. But I don’t know, it comes out weird. Too vulnerable, too much like the truth. I have to backtrack a bit. ‘I mean, not that I really care so much. I just, you know. Want to have a nice, easy, fun time.’

Then I wait, with what feels like inexplicably bated breath, for his response.

I don’t know why, however. He isn’t the sort to leave anyone hanging.

‘Oh my gosh, darling. Of course I could do those things. Honestly, I would do them anyway, so—’

‘So that’s settled then,’ I finish for him, and he falls blessedly silent.

Or, at least, silent on that score. ‘So I guess all there is left for me to fret about is the fact that you hate the idea of having a husband,’ he says. And I know he means that I might be uncomfortable playing this role, and so doesn’t want to push me into it. I get it.

I just can’t really focus on that part.

‘I’ve never told you that.’

‘No, you didn’t. Mabel did.’

‘What the fuck did Mabel tell you that for?’

‘Oh, well, at the time of suggesting I move in across the hall from you, she thought I was single, not pretend married. So she said to me not to worry about anything getting awkward, because you weren’t interested in ever having the kind of relationship I would obviously want,’ he explains in a way that all makes sense.

Yet somehow, at the end of it, I don’t feel glad that Mabel told him that.

I feel annoyed. Don’t share things about me with people, I want to yell at her. Even though I’ve never wanted to yell that before. And this isn’t even a bad thing, for our situation. It helps me. Now I can better convince him this will all be fine. ‘Okay. Well. Even if that’s true, surely it’s a reason I’d be a perfect candidate to do this. You know my feelings are never going to be involved. I know yours are never going to be,’ I say, super calmly. And a silence follows.

Like I almost have him with that logic.

So I stand, and I start unlocking the door. Just to get him face-to-face, to drive this home. ‘We can be super businesslike about this. Just get in, get out,’ I say, once he’s there in front of me. All rumpled in his own pyjamas, face just trying not to be hopeful as I was hoping it would be.

Though he still takes a shot at shooting me down.

‘Except there would be no out. Because you would just be my fake wife.’

‘Not if we also worked toward fake divorce.’

‘But wouldn’t that defeat the purpose?’

‘The purpose is to prove that you didn’t make up a marriage. To solidify that, in a way that makes sense. Once that’s sorted, nothing else matters. We can slowly reveal we’re on the rocks, then sometime later you say your divorce is finalized. Job done,’ I explain, and I can see it’s working. In fact, there’s only one possible problem that I can think of. ‘Unless of course you’ve told everyone that our love for each other is undying and the sex is out of this world.’

Though I should know what the answer is going to be.

And I do know, the moment he briefly winces.

‘I have not told everybody that. In fact, I was so afraid of overembellishing that I somehow ended up describing our pretend love as comfortable and our pretend sex life as responsible and sedate,’ he says, and then it’s just me trying not to laugh.

‘Oh, Jesus. Is that why Mabel told me you have sex with your bow-tie on?’

‘Honestly that was real kind of her. I said fully clothed in complete silence.’

‘Dude. I don’t know whether to be horrified for you or relieved for our plan.’

He hesitates then. Before finally, finally: ‘So it’s our plan now.’

And I go to say yes.

But I don’t get to it. The word just sort of falls back down inside my throat when I realize he isn’t looking at me in that bemused, astonished sort of way anymore. He’s not half laughing along with me. He’s suddenly serious, in a way I’ve not seen before. Intense, to the point where it sort of changes his face.

Suddenly I can see that he has very thick, black eyebrows.

And his gaze is very heavy, and very dark, and much more assessing than it seemed before. Like he is searching me for an answer I don’t know how to give. Like he can see right down deep into me, and understand too much about whatever he finds. Which sounds weird and nuts.

But it’s there.

I think it makes me answer him more nervously than I intend.

‘I don’t know. What do you think?’ I ask, into the suddenly thick silence. This serious silence that is happening in a hallway with a man I hardly know. This could go very badly, I find myself worrying, just before he answers.

‘I think you need to be sure that you know what you’re getting into,’ he says.

Like he knows it could go badly for me, too.

Even though all he should really be thinking of is what this will do to him. I mean, he’s the one who is possibly getting humiliated here. He’s the one who might end up in a sticky situation. He’s the one we are trying to save here. What does he think is going to happen to me?

‘I think I’m getting into being your pretend wife. Hazel,’ I say, and I do it without thinking. I do it because I can’t be Connie. Connie will already be on the list of names signed up for this. I’ll have to be the wife he said would attend, if she could.

But I only realize, once the name is out and he’s nodding like it’s settled, that I didn’t really think about what was logical. I thought about the way he described it. I thought about him saying that who I really am sounds beautiful, and like rolling fields, and autumn frost.

And that’s why I chose it.




Eight

We decide that I should tell Mabel that her boss is not, in fact, missing his wife like the dickens. And I do it alone, too, seeing as when we tried to do it in the same room even the thought of her terrible reaction makes Beck need to put his head between his knees. ‘I have betrayed her trust,’ he groaned as he did.

He needn’t have worried, however. Because this is Mabel’s reaction:

‘Oh my gosh, I knew it. Babe, you owe me twenty quid.’

Then I hear Alfie, grumbling in the background.

Which means she’s not even exaggerating for effect.

‘You had whole-ass bets with your dude about it,’ I say, deadpan.

And she laughs. She laughs. ‘Of course I did. He was the only one I could safely share it with,’ she says, merrily as anything. While I’m busy thinking about all the ways that messed things up.

‘Mabel, you could have shared it with me. I thought he was a murderer,’ I say, one hand covering my face in despair. But all she does is laugh again in response. That bright, sweet laugh that I can’t even be mad about.

‘Why on earth would him inventing a wife make you think a thing like that?’

‘Because he was acting weird. Then I found all his weird fake-wife stuff.’

She laughs again, but this one is softer. There’s real affection in it. And affection in her voice when she says: ‘I bet he has colour-coded files, doesn’t he.’ Which I get, and not just because it is genuinely adorable.

‘I am reading it right now,’ I inform her, as I flick through the folder in my lap. The one with a neat label on the front that says Vital Wife Information. Though truth be told, it’s not quite as extensive as she just suggested.

It’s very organized. But surprisingly spare.

Just the bare bones – most likely so he could keep track.

And I’m about to tell her that when she cuts in with something else.

‘He’s letting you read it?’ she asks, all incredulous and astonished.

So now I have to get into the part she’s actually going to lose it over.

‘Well, here’s the thing: I kind of have to,’ I try, and then there’s a silence.

A long, long silence.

Too long, for someone like Mabel. She’s bubbly, she’s chatty, she’s like Beck. Which makes this feel like it did when he went suddenly silent. And now I’m thinking about that weirdness, just as she finally speaks.

‘Please tell me you’re not going on that retreat with him as his fake wife,’ she says, in this very grave and low voice for her. It makes me need to distract her a bit, with true but very sloppily doled-out compliments.

‘Jesus Christ, dude, your guesses are so good. You’re like some kind of guessing-things wizard,’ I say. But of course, she’s too good to fall for that tactic. And too anxious to let me just get away with it.

‘Connie, I really don’t know about this.’

‘But you did something like it.’

‘Not with someone like Beck. He’s kind of a gentle soul, you know.’

So that’s what she’s worried about, I think. Though I’m not mad about it.

Because she’s right. She’s right. I mean, I already almost fucked him up.

‘And you’re thinking I’m going to smash his gentle soul into smithereens,’ I say, and am yet again shocked by how much the thought makes my guts twist. Doubly so, when she just goes ahead and makes it worse. She sighs, and when she speaks again her voice is very gentle.

‘I didn’t say that. I just wonder if he knows that this is never going to go anywhere,’ she says, as if that makes any sense at all. As if he would ever want it to. As if I might disappoint him when he discovers it can’t, instead of the opposite.

I would disappoint him if it ever happened.

‘Mabel, if you’re thinking that he’s thinking that fake might become real the same way Alfie did, I promise you, he absolutely does not. In fact, it was him who said it never possibly could. That he’s not interested in a husband hater like me.’

‘He called you a husband hater?’

‘No. You did. To him,’ I say. Only it comes out a little more annoyed than I really feel. Like I’m mad that she did, despite the fact that it’s a good thing. It made all of this practical, instead of messy and full of emotion.

‘I did not. I just said you weren’t looking for long-term relationships.’

‘Right. And he is. He is so much that he told me this long, softhearted thing about what he’d like his future life to be with his wonderful, perfect-for-him wife. Which is something we both know I am never going to be. In fact, you know it so much that you told him I was the perfect platonic candidate to live across the hall from him.’

‘Yeah, but that was before all of this.’

I can practically see her gesturing wildly when she says that last word.

Like I exploded something, and she’s surveying the damage caused. So now I’ve got to reassure her there is none. While kind of feeling like I’m sitting in a bomb site. ‘All of what? We made a deal. Nothing more,’ I say.

And then there’s a tense silence.

Followed by this.

‘And you’re sure that’s what it is to you, too.’

Which makes me so inexplicably and abruptly mad I almost shout.

I only catch myself by the skin of my teeth. Then have to force myself to sound blasé. ‘Mabel, you know full well what I think of guys like him.’

‘That they’re all con artists. But unfortunately, bestie, he isn’t one.’

‘You say that, and yet he fooled you about being married all this time.’

‘We just established thirty seconds ago that he didn’t fool me at all. Because he’s bad at it. He’s bad at lying. It makes him sick – did he tell you that? Honestly it’s a miracle he’s managed to maintain this fiction for so long without dying of vomit-induced dehydration.’

Fuck, fuck, fuck, I think.

Because of course she’s absolutely right.

And now I feel so sweaty that I have to put the phone down briefly and wipe my hands on my pyjamas. I have to take a breath, because if I talk right away I think my voice is going to wobble over the idea of his incredible honesty and earnestness and what I might do to that. How I feel about that.

‘Well, even so. I’m not going to hurt him,’ I protest, eventually, desperately.

And then there’s a pause. Like she’s considering saying something but doesn’t know if she should. I don’t know why, however. Because all she says is this: ‘Hon, it’s not just him I’m worried about getting hurt.’

At which point, I can breathe again.

I can even laugh. She’s ridiculous.

‘What are you talking about? I’m fucking Teflon. Nothing sticks to me.’

‘I know you think that. Maybe it’s even true. But be careful anyway, okay?’

Think that, my mind repeats. Maybe, my mind repeats.

Though I don’t pull her on it. I can’t. It will make me sound guilty of the crimes she’s trying to charge me with. I have to keep sounding casual, instead. ‘Of course I will be. You don’t have to worry about me,’ I say, and I think I pull it off.

She sounds less stressed when she responds.

‘But I always do. So if anything goes south, call me.’

‘You’re number one on my list, seeing as how you’ve been through this.’

‘I can’t believe I have. And that somehow you’re going to do it, too.’

‘I’m your sequel. Only One Bed 2: Electric Boogaloo.’

Oops, I think as soon as I say it. She’s not gonna like that.

And sure enough, almost the second after I’ve said it I hear a gasp, and then some weird clunking and rustling. Like she was so horrified, she dropped the phone, and then had to scramble to get it back. ‘Oh my god, are you actually going to sleep in the same bed? Con, take a sleeping bag. Do you hear me? A big one, that’s somehow lined with lead. Heck, don’t even do it, you make yourself a nest on the floor,’ she says, finally. And oh my god, her voice is high. Her voice is frantic.

It’s a struggle to maintain my chill.

‘So people can walk in on us doing something that bonkers?’

‘You are not staying with other people – holy no way, Con, listen to me—’

‘I don’t have to, it’s going to be fine, you worry too much.’

‘Anyone would worry about this, look, just hear me out—’

‘I can’t, the line is breaking up, I’m going through a tunnel, I dropped my phone in the sink, bye-bye-bye-bye,’ I say, and sure. I tell myself that I do it because this is tiresome, and Beck is going to be here any second to go over his binder and the questionnaire he gave me.

But both me and my brain know:

I’m far too sweaty for that to be the whole truth.




Nine

I tell myself everything is going to be totally fine. That my panic on the phone with Mabel was just last-minute jitters. After all, we are doing something completely mad. And we are doing it fast. Three days later and here we are, getting ready to go to this place as man and wife.

So of course I’m rattled.

Of course I’m nervous.

And those nerves have nothing to do with the threat of catching feelings.

I mean, what kind of feelings could I even catch for someone like him? He wears bow ties. And the kind of trainers little kids wear in PE. And you should see him when I come out of our building, ready to start loading up bags for the road trip to the retreat that we have ahead.

He’s pulled his car around, and said car is as ridiculous as I remember from the times I’ve glimpsed it before. It’s a dull green, and incredibly old, and so small he doesn’t seem to fit into it. When he steps out it looks like a giant unfolding himself from the confines of a golf cart.

One of his enormous legs gets stuck. It takes him a whole minute to extricate it. Then he waves at me. Excitedly. As if we’re going on a fun holiday together.

Which, to be fair to him, we kind of are. But to be less fair to him, it’s seven in the morning and I have had zero coffee and I still don’t fully believe he is really this cheerful and sweet and decent. No matter what Mabel says about it not being a con, or how sick he gets over dishonesty, the other shoe is going to drop eventually.

It’s just not dropping today.

No, today he jogs over so he can grab my bags.

‘Darn it, I told you I would bring these down,’ he says. While I stand there, thinking about Jamie Fletcher. Jamie fucking Fletcher, who once told me he had a bad back so I would have to carry everything on our weekend getaway. And then I caught him having sex with someone else, in a position my back wouldn’t even let me get into. Yet here Beck is, just casually doing it, like of course he should.

Of course he should lift my bags like they’re nothing. And pack them into his trunk. And then even worse: he makes a little sound when he sees me going to the passenger side. A little oop, like he almost forgot something. And he darts in front of me, and opens the car door.

Without even looking at me for the impressed expression he should be expecting.

Though it’s there regardless.

I just can’t help it. It leaps onto my face, without my permission. And it lingers for way too long. I’m only lucky that he doesn’t care, that he doesn’t wait for so much as a thank-you, that he just heads round to his side, and jigsaws himself back into the driver’s seat. He seems surprised that I am still standing outside the car, dazed and dumbfounded. ‘Everything okey dokey?’ I hear him say.

Because he’s ridiculous, he’s ridiculous, god help me believe he’s ridiculous, I think, as I slide into my seat. Even though I don’t need god’s help with that. He definitely is, and he proves it again with everything he’s currently doing. He puts on driving gloves. He adjusts his seat, even though it doesn’t need adjusting. Each instrument is checked, and rechecked; he makes sure our seat belts are secured.

I honestly expect him to contact Mission Control.

Are we clear for takeoff, I imagine him saying.

But before I can laugh, he goes one better. He fiddles with the car radio, which I swear to god has an actual CD slot, until he finally gets what he wants. And what he wants is apparently the sweetest, most fun-sounding pop music to ever exist. It comes out of the speakers like some sort of aural strawberry-flavoured bubblegum, of the sort I usually pretend not to like or even wonder about. Though of course I can wonder here if I want – he won’t think I’m cringe if I do.

Who is this, I think of saying to him.

Only before I can the chorus of the songs hits, all bright and peppy but also somehow so desperately full of yearning for something better. Please, please, please don’t prove I’m right, she sings. Please, please, please don’t bring me to tears when I just did my makeup so nice.

And Beck joins in.

He bursts out with those technicolour words, so big and joyful about it that it actually makes me jolt in my seat. It startles me, even more violently than the luggage moving and the door opening did. I find myself staring at him again. In fact, I only tear myself away because I don’t want him to see me and stop. I just want to carry on listening to him hit every note with his surprisingly light voice, until the sound of it fills the car. Until it fills me up – because, you know, I think it will.

It does.

I feel like my chest is expanding with it, like I’m taking the kind of breath my body wasn’t capable of before, because of it. And it’s ridiculous and terrifying and against everything my mother ever taught me about how men are and the way I should act around them, but it doesn’t seem to matter. I can’t bring myself to make it stop or shake it off.

I just enjoy it right to the end.

Face turned away, so he won’t know that I’m all weirdly affected.

And thankfully it works. He doesn’t notice. He’s too busy negotiating a roundabout, in a way that makes me laugh, and he laughs, and by the time he manages to get free on his third try, I’ve thought of something more practical and reasonable to consider and talk about.

‘You know, it occurs to me that we might need to know more about each other than just what you’ve already said about your pretend wife. Or what any husband of mine would have to grasp so I don’t die in front of him of an allergy he should definitely be aware I have,’ I say – because that’s what the questionnaire he gave me was like. And how his binder read.

They were really just lists of dry facts.


His favourite colour: yellow.

His favourite movie: Steel Magnolias.

His favourite drink: peach schnapps without the schnapps.



And honestly I could have guessed all of them. It’s the things I can’t guess that I need. Like the fact that he will suddenly sing when I least expect it. But he just looks puzzled. ‘Honestly the fact that avocados will kill you is a thing worth knowing, even when I’m not your fake husband.’

‘Probably so, but that’s not the point.’

‘So what is the point, then?’

‘That I didn’t know you liked music like this.’

He laughs for that. ‘But why on earth would you have to? Nobody is going to ask you about anything of the kind,’ he says. And that means I have to explain a little more, without saying too much. Or making him feel bad about the way he is. How to tell him his singing is something startling, yet also wonderful and perfectly fine to do, while at the same time not reveal that it’s wonderful to me, I think.

And that’s a tightrope it takes me a hot minute to find, I tell you what.

‘Maybe not. But they might wonder why I look shocked when you abruptly reveal that you know every word to a song like that, and sing it with the uninhibited gusto of a children’s TV presenter,’ I finally say, sure that I’ve got it.

Until I hear him groan.

‘Oh my gosh, is that what I sound like?’ he says.

And he sounds crestfallen. Crestfallen. It’s awful – and I can’t even fully undo it.

‘It’s not a bad thing.’

‘It sounds like one.’

‘Well, it isn’t,’ I say, firmly. ‘There’s nothing wrong with how you are.’

‘There will be if I want to pass as your husband. I mean, jeepers, that is far too silly for any husband you would reasonably have. No doubt he would sing something cutting edge, in a really cool and interesting way.’

I snap a look at him, eyes narrowed. But I don’t know why. There’s not a trace of snark on him. He’s just amiably driving along, at about forty miles an hour.

On a motorway.

‘Dude, I can’t even think what would fulfil that criteria.’

‘Just speaking the words to a Hozier song. That no one has heard of.’

‘So like, a super-deep cut. That you could only know if you went to an underground grunge rave.’

‘I don’t even know what a super-deep cut, underground grunge rave is. So yeah, that sounds perfect. That is the exact favourite music of a man you would marry if you somehow wanted to marry anyone. And so it definitely seems like a bad idea for me to bellow out the chorus of “Please Please Please” in front of people.’

No, I want to yell. No, you’re getting it all backward.

But the problem is, he kind of isn’t. I am the sort of woman who’d have a fucking nightmare like that for a husband. In fact I can almost see him now, in my mind’s eye. He’s wearing a jacket he claims he got off David Bowie’s corpse but really it came from a shop like FatFace, and two cigarettes are dangling from his lips for reasons he never explains, and every time we go out he tells everyone terrible things, like how only he knows the moon isn’t real.

However, just as I’m shuddering over this, I remember.

This may well be my real fate. But it’s not the fate we have to pretend I have.

I have an escape hatch here. A brilliant, perfect escape hatch, shaped like him, exactly as he is. ‘But people already know that you’re like that, Beck. So you can’t change to fit in with whatever people think I’m like,’ I say, and he starts to say something. To argue, I think.

Only he stops short. And I can see him considering.

Like he’s trying to find a way out of what I’m suggesting.

A way out of himself, I think, then feel my stomach drop. Even though he doesn’t seem tormented when he finally comes up with an answer. His chocolate-brown eyes spark with whatever argument he’s come up with instead. ‘Well, okay. Maybe I could just tone it down a little then? Or show a side to myself that is more the kind of thing you are into? I mean, we both like Star Wars and Quantum Leap. There have to be other things we have in common. Or things I could do much better so you might enjoy our imaginary life together,’ he says with what looks like satisfaction. He solved the problem, and that’s that.

I can’t give it to him, however.

Because I need him to understand something important.

‘What if I need to be better so you enjoy our imaginary life?’ I ask.

And he snorts in response. ‘Yeah, I don’t think that can be true. I mean, for starters, you probably know how to do an awesome date night. And you say all the right things and go to all the right places and make all the right moves.’

‘I’m sure your moves are right, too.’

Come on, I think at him. Just concede before I have to start gushing over you.

But oh, the way he shakes his head. And lets out a chuff, of the sort some dad might make on discovering the cat rifling through the garbage. Not you in there again, it sounds like. And then he does his best to fish me out, and set me back on a more reasonable path. ‘The last date I went on, I thought it would be nice to invite the lady in question inside for a game of Monopoly afterwards. But unfortunately, she assumed Monopoly was a euphemism, and I was not aware of that fact, and so we played the entire thing for four hours and then I never heard from her again,’ he says, and just to cap it off, he shrugs at me with his face. He gives me a lot of chin, and a sheepish smile, and some twinkly eyes. Then he adds: ‘So you can see the problem.’

But sadly for me, I can’t.

Somehow, it just doesn’t happen. I hear him say she assumed it was a euphemism, and instead of laughing, all I can think is how wonderful it would be if for once it wasn’t one. If for once it wasn’t a code or an expectation that you have to guess at, shortly before someone tries to coerce you into sex.

And it makes me ache to think of it.

So much so, in fact, that I almost just tell him that it does.

But then I remember that this is not a normal feeling. Most people, I’m certain, would just hear the Monopoly part and run for the hills. To be honest, I’m not even sure why I didn’t. But no matter what caused it, I have to at least try to deny I’m a weirdo to him, in a way that also maybe helps him out.

‘It’s not that much of a problem. In fact, you know, for the right person that would be awesome. But I guess for most people, you might want to start out with more like dinner at a nice restaurant. Or drinks at a nice bar,’ I try, even though it feels like I’m pulling teeth doing it. Don’t ask me anything more about it, I find myself thinking at him. But I can already tell he’s going to. Every time I glance at him, his eyes are on the road. Yet somehow at the same time it’s like he sees nothing but what I have to say.

‘And what would a nice restaurant or bar be to you?’

‘Not something expensive, if that’s what you mean.’

‘I didn’t. I just meant probably not that weird pub near us.’

I think of it when he says it. The low gloom, the velvet seats, the incredible taste of the food.

‘You mean the one that does that Yorkshire pudding sandwich,’ I say, and he snaps his fingers.

‘You bet your sweet bippy I do. That thing is awesome.’

‘Sometimes I have dreams about it.’

‘The first time I ate it, I wept. Which is probably another reason I should never take a woman like you there. I mean, just imagine, you’re on a date with me and I start bawling over a sandwich.’

He chuckles to himself over that idea.

And I try to chuckle too – only the same thing happens as with the Monopoly nonsense. I wait for the urge to find it ridiculous, and it just doesn’t happen. Instead I get an even stronger ache of oh, that would be so nice. Followed by a much greater reluctance to correct him. And when I force out that correction, it doesn’t feel like I’m helping him. Or saving myself from seeming like I’m into him.

It feels bad. True, but bad.

‘Yeah, I think most women might find that a little odd,’ I say.

‘And that’s helpful for me to know. For the future.’

‘Good. Good. I’m glad.’

‘But also for this.’

‘Right, exactly.’

‘No crying in front of you,’ he says. Almost in a cheery singsong, I think.

And look, I could pretend it was just super weird when it was about a sandwich. But I can’t keep it up in the face of him saying that. It makes me mad to hear him say that. ‘Wait, no. That’s not what I said. I told you before, crying is fine, okay? You should be able to cry if you want to. And especially when we’ve already established that you can’t change that much. That in fact, if anything, it’s me who should have to be doing the changing. I should adjust to fit you. To be your ideal woman,’ I tell him, insistently enough that I know it’s too much. I can feel him glancing at me the moment we’re at some traffic lights. And I can hear him taking a breath to say something. Then not. Then again. Then not.

Before finally, haltingly:

‘I don’t want you to have to fit me. I don’t want you to contort yourself for this silly thing. And anyway, my ideal woman is just someone I can get along with. Someone I can talk to, and not worry about what I’m saying. Someone I can confide in. Someone who gives great advice. None of which are things you really seem to struggle with. I mean, you’re considerate and gracious enough with me that I doubt anyone would think, whoa, she really loathes every word he says,’ he tells me.

And though I wait for him to seem queasy, it never happens.

He’s telling the truth. He really does see me as what sounds like a good person.

All of which sinks through me, like warm syrup. It sticks in a way I don’t think it ever even did when Mabel and Berinder said similarly nice things. And not just because I know it’s true, either. There’s something else about it, something soft and warm about the way he says it.

Like he’s wrapping his arms around me as he does. And now I’m embarrassed about thinking that, to the point where I have to brush it off. ‘Okay. But what about in terms of how I look and dress?’ I say, but all he does is deepen this imaginary hug.

‘There’s nothing wrong with how you look and dress.’

‘Oh, come on. There must be something.’

‘There isn’t, Hazel. I promise.’

He said Hazel, my brain whispers, in this hushed way.

As if I wasn’t expecting it. Or at least, I don’t know what to do now that him calling me Hazel is here. And in such a natural manner, too, like it took him no effort at all. Or as if he already thought of me as her, somehow, and was just waiting for the chance to leave Connie behind.

Which sounds mad, I know.

But it feels weirdly right. And that thought makes me go all funny and shivery. Then somehow I’m blurting out some panicked-sounding words. ‘I refuse to believe that. There must be a way I could look that would better suit who people think you should be with.’

‘If you suggest a perfect genius again I’m going to scream.’

‘So then give me something else. Give me what she looks like, to you.’

He seems to hesitate again. And I can see him really considering. Like he’s trying to get out of this, somehow – and it kind of looks like he has, for a second. I think something occurs to him, some kind of loophole. Only when he answers, all he says is, ‘I did think she might wear glasses.’

Which is exactly the kind of thing we need, truth be told. I mean, I would even kind of like doing it, considering how much I’ve always hated my contacts. They bug my eyes, they’re a pain to put in, somehow I never feel like I’m seeing all that well through them. So this is win-win.

‘Perfect. Done,’ I say.

And I must sound eager, because he carries on. ‘Plus probably she’s not afraid to be a nerd. So you know. Feel free to be nerdy.’

‘I will talk a ton about Quantum Leap.’

‘Yeah, but not just about Quantum Leap. Also writing things.’

‘So you want me to learn stuff about editing and publishing?’

Another pause. This one shorter, but somehow more tense.

Like he’s doing something dicey here. Though what that dicey thing could be, I don’t know. I only know that when he finally does answer, he sounds strange. ‘No, not – I mean, yeah, you could know some things. I could tell you things that I might come home and tell you. You know? But I was thinking more . . . whatever you came on this retreat for. Like, don’t be afraid to be super into it. Don’t be afraid to talk about it a ton and share it with the workshops and do a bunch of writing,’ he says, all up and down and halting, like he’s dodging bullets as he talks.

Though it doesn’t seem like bullets to me.

‘That sounds doable. Daunting, but doable.’

‘Don’t be daunted. This is just pretend, right? You’re just playing a role.’

I feel him glance at me again. And this time, I glance back. I meet his gaze.

Then we hold like that for what feels like way too long.

In fact, I know it’s too long. The driver behind us honks his horn at us. And even when he does, Beck does not pull out of the junction. He waits for me to answer the question. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yeah, this is just a role. So it doesn’t matter.’

Then he nods, slow and easy.

‘Exactly. And it wouldn’t matter if you dressed like a writer, either.’

‘No. Because that makes sense for the wife of someone like you.’

‘It does. And you know, if, say, you weren’t happy with some of the answers you put on that questionnaire? You could tell me other ones now. Like, instead of your favourite book being I don’t have one, you could tell me something else. Anything at all, in fact. It doesn’t have to be nothing, when your fake husband is an editor who loves all books, any books at all, and anyone who loves them all, too,’ he says, and now I can feel myself tensing, I can feel my mind going over my mum saying, Boys don’t like it when you do, I can feel myself wanting to say, No, no, no, hahahaha, what do you mean, like I have in the past to dates and boyfriends and assorted assholes.

But now he’s not looking at me anymore. And his expression is so guileless, and his gaze is on the road. Like he’s just super into getting this right. Plus it’s just like he said. None of this is real. I can say whatever I like – and somehow, I do. It comes out strained, but I get it out of me. ‘Interview with the Vampire,’ I say. ‘If anyone asks what my favourite is, that’s it.’

And apparently I’m so tense I jerk like I hear a gunshot when he slaps his thigh. When he says, ‘Hot damn.’ Though it doesn’t last long enough for him to notice, of course it doesn’t. Because then he says: ‘That book is the greatest, I can’t believe that’s the thing you like. Oh my gosh, I just knew it was going to be something so fun, this is truly amazing stuff.’

And who could maintain their fear in the face of that?

I’m not even sure why said fear is still there, hearing him say it. You’re not fourteen anymore, you don’t have to keep this up, nobody is going to hate you if you suddenly say, actually I lied, I do like to read, it’s just that my parents drilled it into me that girls who do don’t get boyfriends and I was scared, I thought that was all that mattered, and even when I learned that I didn’t care that much about getting boyfriends, and started opening up to people about who I really am, I found that I was rusty about being this whole other person in front of people, and always nervous about my choice of favourites, I think, all in this big weird glut.

And somehow after those thoughts are out, I can say more.

‘I like science fiction, too. But before you ask, not in a really knowledgeable way. I probably don’t love the important and right stuff. It’s more like, you know. The one where he meets that alien and they help each other save the sun. Or those books about the half-robot murder person who falls in love with a spaceship computer. The kind of stuff serious readers think are junk,’ I say, strong at first, but increasingly jittery as I get through.

I just sound so clumsy, I think.

It even sounds like maybe he thinks so, too, when he answers.

‘Oh my gosh, you’re talking about Project Hail Mary and Murderbot,’ he chuckles, and I stiffen just a little. I snap narrowed eyes at him.

‘Not if you’re going to tell me they’re ridiculous, I’m not.’

‘Hazel, my goodness, I’m not going to tell you that.’

‘You’re not? Not even a little?’

‘I told you, I like fun things. In fact, they’re two of my favourites, too. They are completely wonderful and charming and I can see exactly why you enjoyed them, just by going on your descriptions. I can tell that you just want a little love alongside your laser beams. Though even if none of that was the case, it wouldn’t matter. It’s totally okay to just like what you like,’ he says, so soft and sincere about it that I have to believe him.

Even if believing makes my breathing suddenly shaky.

I have to take a second, before I can answer normally.

‘Good. Because I do. I really do. And I feel fine about that.’

‘You should. Life is too short to live it based on someone else’s idea of cool.’

‘Honestly, I think I might make that my motto from now on.’

‘Yes. And then use it to tell me other things you love.’

Stop, my brain says.

But I’m no longer listening.

‘I think maybe music like this. Fun music. About . . . wanting things to be different.’

‘It’s a pretty good song, right?’ he says, and I don’t see him grin.

I can just tell he’s doing it.

‘Well, I can see why you sing along.’

‘Stick with me, kid, soon enough we’ll have you singing, too.’

Pretty sure I already am in my soul, I think, then actually do feel embarrassed. But not because of my cheesy taste in things, or the fact that I admitted it to someone. No, this time it happens because of how that sounds, in my head. Like maybe . . . I don’t know. He’s awakening something in me. Something big and heart-stopping and probably sexual.

When of course he’s not.

He’s just being kind. And kindness is not something that stirs anyone like that. People don’t get worked up over anything like kindness. And even if they did, I definitely do not. I like dirtbags, obviously. Dudes with hair that looks like it’s never been washed, and tattoos done by someone who is probably now banned from the industry, and penchants for persuading you to go into the club bathroom so they can do something weird to you that you’ve never heard of.

That’s what turns me on.

So it seems weird when I get that feeling again, that little tingle, to hear him say: ‘Do you think maybe you could reach into my pocket and get out my little notepad? I should really write some of these things about you down.’

Because it’s just his trousers. And the trousers aren’t even sexy. They’re these extremely thick sort of khakis – so thick in fact that his thighs could be molten lava, and I’d probably not get burned.

Yet still I stop short.

My hand hovers in the air between us, unable to go any farther. And that air feels strange, it feels heavy, it feels hot. Like if I push through, it might actually melt me somehow. I have to tell myself that this is ridiculous, that he told me to do it, that he doesn’t think a single thing of this, just to get there.

It’s only a practical little request, I think.

This is not a sexual thing.

But the problem is it feels weirdly sexual, when I try. The part in the material is just so small. Everything about it seems so tight. I have to kind of ease my fingers in, all careful and slow, and god the heat inside. It’s like sliding into some sort of furnace. My whole body flushes just from the feel of it – I haven’t the faintest idea how he copes with being this hot.

Or what he’s doing wearing trousers this tight.

Because they are, inside. I squirm all the way down to the goal, and I can feel the way the material clings to his thick thighs. It practically reveals every single thing about them to me. Even though I swear, I’m barely touching him at all. I hold my hand tight against the outer edges of the pocket, and yet all I can make out is the heaviness of the muscle there. The jump of his pulse. How weirdly tense it seems, as I slowly work the notepad free.

What does he have to be nervous about here, I think.

Then I look up. I see his face.

And I swear, I have never in my life seen anyone blushing the way he currently is. He is pink all the way from the roots of his hair to that jaunty little bow-tie of his. It’s so intense and so everywhere it almost looks like a flush, of the sort you might get when you’re about thirty seconds away from coming your brains out.

Though of course I know that’s not the case with him.

He’s not aroused. Of course he isn’t.

He’s mortified.

He thought I was just going to grab his fucking notepad. And instead I groped the inside of his khakis, somehow. I made everything weird, with my smutty brain and its inability to think of things in his terms. Because of course in his terms, this was an innocent thing. It was nothing.

It didn’t even cross his mind that it could be sexual.

How could it? He’s hardly done a sexual thing in his whole life. He doesn’t even grasp that let’s go upstairs and play a game means more than Monopoly to most adults. And now here I come blundering in with my super experience, imagining that everything is way more horny than it really is. Then foisting that horniness on him, for no good reason I can think of. Just get the fucking notepad and go, I yell at myself. And I do – I grab it and practically rip it out of there.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to—’ I start to say.

But he cuts in before I can add whatever mortifying thing I was going to finish with. ‘No, no, I shouldn’t have asked, I should have realized, I don’t know what I was thinking. I mean, what kind of person expects someone to just touch them,’ he says. And he laughs, in a way that suggests he thinks I should laugh, too.

Even though I can’t, of course I can’t. Because the answer is right there behind my eyes, immediately: just touching is something husbands and wives are expected to do. All the time. Constantly.

Convincingly.

And right now it’s my job to say so.

‘Beck, I’m not sure you’ve really thought that through,’ I try.

But oh, I am wrong about that. I am really super weirdly wrong.

I can see I am, just going on his suddenly pleased-with-himself expression.

And now he’s talking, and oh no, oh no. ‘No, I have. I just figured that every time we have to touch each other like people who touch each other all the time, we would simply ask, softly, secretly. I can just whisper in your ear, before I lay a hand on the small of your back. Is it okay if I touch you there, I might say to you. And then you could shake your head no, if it isn’t, and I won’t. Or you can whisper yes, and I will. I will do only whatever you want, when you want me to, for whatever length of time you’d like it,’ he says, all in this perfectly ordinary, almost cheery tone. Like nothing he said is unusual. Nothing about it is anything but straightforward, and completely practical, and almost boring.

Even though I think I stop breathing somewhere in the middle of it all. I have to force myself to suck oxygen in, once he’s done. And suddenly, that furnace heat is everywhere. It’s not just my hand – it’s all over, it’s between my legs, so fierce I think I might be more aroused than I usually am over actual fucking dirty talk.

And I want to say it’s because I apparently really like the idea of putting a hand in his pocket. Or because I read too much into something again. Because he said touch you there, and my mind substituted in the word vagina. But I know it isn’t. I know it, I can feel it. I remember exactly when I felt that first wave of arousal. It was for the I will do only whatever you want part. That was what got me.

Even though that makes no sense at all. It’s not supposed to be sexy when a man makes sure you’re okay with everything. Everyone acts like that is the least exciting thing in the world. That it isn’t fun, it isn’t spontaneous, it’s not sexually dynamic. And I believed that.

I believed it so much that I steer entirely clear of any smut that says otherwise. I spend my time servicing myself to the thought of anything but such extensive and explicit permission. Yet somehow, the second I hear extensive and explicit permission, this happens.

And by this, I mean my whole body wakes up.

As if it had somehow been asleep, before right now.

It hadn’t understood, and now it does, and unfortunately for me that occurs about ten minutes before we get to The Land of Constantly Being Asked If I Want His Hands on My Body. And I already know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, what the answer is going to be.

Yes.

Oh, yes.

Yes, oh, I never want him to stop.
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I tell myself it was just a weird fluke, when we get to the place. Probably it will never happen again, no matter what he asks me for. I was just still thrown by the thought of his innocent pocket being invaded by my horny fingers. And how ruffled he was by that – like a nineteenth-century wallflower being scandalized by a rake.

Which sounds bonkers, even just this little while later.

I mean, who gets turned on by things like that?

It’s weird, it feels weird, I don’t know what I was thinking. And so it should be easy to not think it. And even more so now, with all of this to pay attention to. Because the place is even better than it looked on the website. We drive in through an arch of twisted branches and leaves and a wrought-iron sign that bears the name of the estate this used to be, before it became a series of lodges for various organizations and corporations to hire. HOLLOW GROVE, it says.

And everything beyond is just as perfect for a cottagecore Pinterest board as this suggests. There are actual heather-covered hills all draped in mist, rolling away from us as we crawl in. Then eventually this gives way to ever-thickening trees, until finally that’s all we can see.

Just a tunnel of leaves and branches and mossy undergrowth, still full and lush from the summer almost past, but so close to bursting into autumn you can feel it. Everything is just trembling on the edge, ready to go golden and red and brown and layer the ground.

And then there’s the lake.

It has no name; it was made for this place. But it looks as if it’s been here since the dawn of time. The surface of it stretches away into a tree-lined distance, gleaming like a new coin in the low sun, dotted by birds who break upward into the low grey sky when we drive past.

Even though we’re driving so slowly it could count as not moving at all. And I don’t think it’s just because Beck takes the speed limit and subtracts twenty. I think it’s because he’s just as delighted by all of this as I am. I look away from the scenery to say something to him, and stop short when I see his face.

His dark eyes are all bright and enormous; there is a curl of pleasure on his lips. And now I notice something else about him: he gets these dimples when he smiles. These curving dimples that soften the granitelike slabs of his cheeks.

Though a lot of his face is like that, now I’m really seeing it. He has that heavy jaw, that strong chin, that thick moustache. But his lower lip is a gentle, plump curve. It’s almost a pout.

And then there’s his brow.

It’s so prominent and macho-looking that it forms a ridge, just above the bridge of his nose. But of course it’s above those big, expressive eyes. The ones that sometimes look dark enough to pass for ink and sometimes light enough that they could be melted chocolate, and always, always lay on me with such care.

And I don’t know if it’s all these contrasts.

Or if it’s just that I’m looking more. Or seeing more.

But it strikes me, then and there.

He’s handsome. Very, very handsome, to the point where it should have really been more obvious to me before right now. Because I saw all of those things about his face, I registered every single one, yet somehow none of them came into focus until this moment. As if I was afraid to let them, somehow. I thought he was fake; I believed all of his dorkiness and his sweetness could never be real. And even if those things were real, they weren’t things I found sexy. Nobody finds those things sexy.

It’s the reason they don’t understand he’s gorgeous.

They buy that he’s real right away, but don’t enjoy the purchase.

But I do. Oh god, I do so much that I find myself not wanting to get out of the car when he comes around and opens the door for me. Because now I’m thinking about the fact that he’s a big guy. Bigger even than I initially thought. On the information sheet he gave me, he listed his height as six feet five. Which is pretty much the highest number I’ve ever known someone in real life be. The second closest was a whole two inches under that, and even then I am sure the guy was lying, now that I know what actually tall looks like.

And that is very hard on my suddenly wide-awake libido.

Especially so, when he’s not just big height-wise.

He’s also built like a bear.

A big, hairy bear, who could probably just scoop me up with one giant hand, and then toss me like a tennis ball. And just as I’m processing that, he clocks me teetering in my agonizing heels, and says – ‘You know, you can wear flats if you want. That might be another way to seem not so cool while being fake married to a big dingus like me.’

None of which I can say no to, because I thought stuff like that was a great idea. I agreed, and now I’ve got to seem like it’s not a big deal to do it. Despite how much it feels like one, right at this moment. He’s going to be fucking massive, my brain whispers, in this weird hushed voice.

As if it’s in awe.

And I’m allowed to feel that awe now.

I can thirst all I like over everything about him. Starting with the idea that he could definitely overpower me with that enormous body. Only of course he would probably ask me before he did it. He would tell me something like, Say the word and I’ll ravish you in any way you want.

Then I get this wave of fucking excitement, like I’m three feet deep into a filthy fuck. Hell, I’m not even sure a filthy fuck has ever done that to me. Yet this nothingness is doing it now – and just as he reaches into his pocket, and pulls out a little box. ‘Oh, before I forget,’ he says.

And I know what it is.

Wedding rings, obviously.

No, I can’t, I almost tell him. But of course I have to. There is nothing else I can do except stand there, as he gets two way too pretty platinum bands out, and puts one on his finger. Then he just goes to take my hand to put the other on me.

In fact he only stops when he sees my hand is a little bunched fist.

‘If you want to change your mind, you can, you know,’ he says.

And he sounds so worried, I can’t tell him I have. I just force my hand to lay flat, and let him take it. I feel the softness of his fingertips sliding over my knuckles. And I see the size of his hand, enormous around mine. Then the slow slide of that cool band, so real it makes my heart stutter.

I look up at him, thinking, This is what it would really be like.

Only when I do, it doesn’t feel stifling, uncomfortable, bad.

It makes me want to say I do.

And I’m only saved by that fucking asshole emerging from the lodge. Or not saved, exactly, because just as he does Beck leans down, and whispers in my ear. ‘Is it okay if I hold your hand?’ he asks – which should not be sexy, objectively, I know it shouldn’t be; rationally I understand that he’s just trying to sell a sham, and maybe also needing some moral support.

Neither of which are hot.

It just registers as hot to me, anyway.

Partly, I think, because of the soft heat of his breath against the side of my throat, and the low caramel rumble of his voice sliding into my addled mind, and the sense of his big body casting a shadow so deep over me it’s like day turned to night. But also just for the very idea of the asking. The deep caring of that, the casual, easy respect running through it – like nothing I’ve ever known in my whole life.

It’s honestly all I can do to stick to something more reasonable, like a casual nod. And then he does it, and oh fuck. His whole hand swallows mine up, without even trying to do so. It just happens, because apparently his massive bear paw can make even my chubby fist into something tiny. I can’t see one millimetre of me, once he’s closed fingers around mine.

All of which is exciting enough on its own.

But then there’s also the gentleness of it.

Like he’s a beast, and he knows he is, and so wants to make extra sure that he doesn’t accidentally maul me. He wants to just softly cradle my hand, so I don’t end up crushed. He wants to take care. And oh, that contrast is electrifying. It sings through me, more strongly than actual sex has.

What the fuck is going on with me, I want to yell. But I can’t, because here comes the biggest asshole on the planet to poke holes in the pretend relationship I have to convince him me and Beck are in. And oh, he seems extra asshole-y today. He’s wearing shorts. With a polo shirt. I swear, he looks even more like a man who just got fired from his position as a coach at an American high school for bullying the kids.

I can practically see the whistle around his neck.

Plus he’s brought someone with him.

The cutest little bean, with these bright, bouncy blond curls, and eyes so big and blue you can just tell she has no idea what she’s gotten herself into with this meathead. ‘Oh, hey, it’s so nice to meet you guys, my name is Tammy,’ she says. And I just want to scream run at her, like some side character at the start of a zombie movie.

I have to get murdered, but you, heroine of this movie, can still save yourself, I think, just as Doug cuts her dead like she never said anything at all. ‘So you made it, bow-tie. And here was me thinking you’d pull out, the way you probably never have in the good way. Amirite?’ he barks out. Then he slaps Beck on his shoulder, several times. As if that was a great joke that Beck is supposed to be in on.

Instead of being rude and nonsensical and infuriating.

I already want to fucking kill him.

It takes almost everything I have to not answer why would he have to, when I fucking love taking his big loads nightly? Because of course that would not be convincing for the level of staid, sensible married we are supposed to be. Or appropriate as something to say to his work colleague.

It’s only appropriate for how horny I currently feel.

And unfortunately for me, it only makes me hornier.

Now I’m thinking of him doing just that to me, instead of anything reasonable, like how to extricate us from this hellish conversation. Because Doug is saying that if Beck wants to hand over the reins, he would be only too happy to take over. And Beck is still just looking flummoxed, and only protesting in the politest way possible, and it’s just awful.

I have to jump in. I have to.

‘Oh, don’t worry, Doug, luckily for everyone here no one needs you to take over. My amazing husband is more than ready to run things in an actually competent manner – right after I give him the long, deep, delicious back rub I have planned for him, as soon as we get inside,’ I say. Despite how much I can feel Beck going stiff, and then definitely turning his head to stare at me.

As if he can hardly believe I just did that.

I am going to get a bollocking once I’ve managed to pull him out of earshot, I reckon. And then I do, I get him into the lodge, and he shuts us both inside, and somehow he’s trying not to laugh. He puts a scandalized hand over his mouth. Then finally says, ‘Oh my gosh, I cannot believe you just said that.’

Because he approves, apparently.

And is also adorable.

God, he’s so adorable. He even tells me thank you, and then adds a caveat: ‘But know that said thanks is contingent on you not putting yourself in harm’s way again. I don’t care if he is rotten to me, but I think I might if he was rotten to you. Yeah, I don’t think I would like that at all.’

And honestly I don’t know what is sexier to me.

That I actually feel blazing fury on behalf of a man, and want to defend him at every opportunity. Or that a man wants to protect and defend me. And okay, I know his idea of protect and defend is probably just stern words said later when we’re alone. But the sad fact is that I’ve never even experienced that from someone I’m meant to be with. Usually someone wrongs me, and they laugh. And then when I say I was hurt later on, they defend the person who hurt me.

Even though the person isn’t even there anymore.

So honestly, I feel it’s understandable that this only makes my current issues worse. It’s apparently hot, to know someone cares. It makes me all nuts, in a way I could never have anticipated. And there’s no chance to calm down, either.

He wants to go directly to the bedroom.

The one that he secured specially.

For us.

‘I think you’re going to really like it,’ he says, as he starts trying to usher me up there, before I’ve even taken in the living room. I get a glimpse of one big set of glass double doors at the back, and a couple of green leather couches, and the sense that Caleb Miller is definitely a generous patron.

And then he’s behind me on the equally fancy staircase, and I can’t focus on that. I have to focus on the fact that he keeps urging me on, without actually touching me. His big hands just stir the air around things like my waist and my arms and maybe even my butt. Which shouldn’t be as exciting as actually doing those things.

But somehow is, anyway.

It’s more so, because it’s almost. It hints and suggests and leaves me with the lingering impression of someone trying to hurry me up the stairs for a quickie, even though no quickie is ever going to happen. I get all the anticipation and none of the follow-through, and strongly enough that it leaves me flummoxed.

While he just carries on, unaffected and oblivious.

Of course he does. Nothing is happening. I am just in a bedroom, with a big cheeseball, who is objectively doing the most ordinary things. He shows me the window seat, and the glorious view beyond of forests, and the gleaming lake. In fact, he demonstrates how to sit on it, and enjoy said view.

And then when I just stand there, trying to smile normally, he jumps up, and goes to the bed. ‘Okay, check out the mattress,’ he says, as he presses down. ‘Memory foam, double sprung. And it’s king-size, of course, so even with me being a giant, we should be okay. Though just in case, I got something to put in there.’

Then he reveals this wormlike cushion, between the two spaces.

And he lies down.

He pats the bed next to him.

Like he expects me to just try it out. But even with the giant bed worm, I find I can’t. In fact I think the bed worm makes it worse. It tells me that he is actually thinking about the things we could accidentally do together, in the night. A brush of the hip, a hand on something you shouldn’t touch, the stir of his heated breath against the nape of my neck, oh.

Oh no, oh god, I think.

And I back away.

And lock myself in the nearest bathroom.
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The bathroom is as pleasant as the bedroom outside. Gleaming stone wash–effect tiles, a double shower that I don’t want to think about right now, lighting that goes from eye-searing to sultry. It’s almost like we’re on a romantic getaway, of the kind I’ve never actually experienced.

All of which just ramps the problems I’m having up a notch.

Now it’s not just slowly escalating thoughts about every delicious detail of him. It’s becoming a physical thing. I can feel my body responding, as if it spent the last three hours doing something other than sit in a car and stick a hand in a pocket and get urged up the stairs.

It’s like he licked me with that little contact.

Every bit of me is alive, just waiting for more.

Even though I barely know how to explain the intensity of it. Well, Beck, I never knew my kink is someone being caring and nice and innocent and big and hairy and bearlike all at the same time, and so now it’s hitting me like a freight train, I imagine confessing to him.

Then just want to throw myself in the lake rather than doing anything of the sort. I mean, it would horrify him, I know it would horrify him. He was horrified over the pocket thing. And even if he hadn’t been, I know what he wants and needs. A sweet, super-smart, glasses-wearing girl, who probably likes the idea of waiting until marriage. Or at least, prefers doing the usual married sort of things, like scheduling sex for a Sunday night.

Whereas I am the kind of girl who would never be able to stick to that.

I’d be jumping his bones on a random fucking Wednesday. He’d be in the kitchen making a pot roast to serve with things like fucking napkins and silverware, and I’d be on him up against the stove. So what the fuck am I going to do here? I don’t know. I don’t know.

But I think I have to start by eating crow.

Okay, I text Mabel. So I know I said that I could cope with this. But hear me out, what if I am already coping very badly indeed. In what seems to be a really weirdly sexual way.

Then I clunk down the toilet seat cover, and sit down on it, and wait anxiously for an answer. I bite my thumbnail, I tap my feet, I stare at my phone. I put my phone facedown on the fancy linen basket across from me.

And when it pings, my heart jolts.

Please don’t tell me you told me so, I think.

But of course I should know better than that by now.

Do not panic. We will get you through this, she has texted. For once I am the experienced one, and I know exactly how to deal with this, and I can help you. Now start by remembering that this situation is deranged. And figuring out if it’s the deranged situation, or your actual feelings that are happening.

Because she’s the best. She’s the greatest friend.

She always knows exactly what to say.

And so does Berinder.

Try thinking if you’d feel the same if he was just someone you met on a date that you knew was going to end soon, she chimes in. And while she and Mabel are saying things like oh, good call and yeah, that’s a great idea, I consider. Would I react like this if I didn’t know him, and he just bought me a drink? I mean, I would most likely find the combo of his personality and his appearance attractive.

But I’ve never gone zero to a hundred over attractive, in other situations.

Probably not, I text back.

So Mabel texts: Well, there’s your answer.

And I have to say, I do feel better after that. I feel much calmer, and more rational. Stuff like this is bound to happen, when everything is so bonkers and heightened. It’s not just new weird kinks and him driving me round the twist. Hell, it’s possible those things wouldn’t even affect me in any other scenario.

So I just have to remember that.

I have to hold on to that.

And even more so when I emerge from the bathroom, and find him without his goddamn shirt on. Seriously, just, like, no fucking shirt at all. The shirt is completely off him. Absolute nudity from the waist up. Plus somehow, the nudity isn’t even bad. I can’t even lean on him being weirdly hairless only on his torso and maybe the colour of undercooked tripe.

No, he’s the same there as he is all over.

He’s better there than he is all over, honestly.

His chest is incredibly burly, and completely covered in all this thick, lush fur, and said fur extends right the way down over his slab of a stomach. And to be honest even the bits that aren’t covered? They also somehow look great. He has these love handles, and they look so smooth and soft and plump.

All I want to do is sink my teeth into them.

So I repeat to myself: It’s just the situation. It’s just the situation. It’s just the situation. And when that doesn’t really work that well, I focus on his face. His big, handsome face. His big, handsome, blushing face.

‘Oh, I thought I’d have a chance to finish before you came back out,’ he says.

Then he starts quickly trying to fumble into the T-shirt he was in the middle of changing into. But of course he’s going too fast, so his arm ends up in the neck hole and his head ends up in the arm hole, and I can hear him getting all flustered.

‘Oop, oh no,’ he gasps, so despairingly I simply can’t fight the urge to help him. I step around the bed without even thinking about it. I reach my hands up, and get hold of the material, and start wrestling with it. Only two things happen when I do: a wave of his scent hits me right in the face, all sweet as a soft, freshly washed blanket.

And I realize with a jolt that he is no longer wearing his khakis.

In fact, for a second, I think he’s wearing nothing at all down there.

All I can see is a lot of his meaty thighs. I almost stop myself from looking any further, in case I accidentally encounter his most likely gorgeous cock and probably end up permanently changed forever. And it’s not really much better when I catch a glimpse of material, and look at whatever is going on.

The material is a pair of shorts.

Really, really tiny shorts.

Seventies shorts, I automatically think. Of the kind a man might wear at a summer camp, where all the teenagers are in danger of being murdered. Though the only thing likely to be murdered here is my dignity. I can’t even do what I set out to. I’m just standing there, frozen, hands sort of on his T-shirt, when he pops out of it. And I know my face is all flushed. It feels like I’ve just baked in the sun for seven hours.

He even comments on it. ‘Oh, you’re all embarrassed. Well, look, maybe we can institute a policy. Changing clothes only happens in the bathroom,’ he says, but all I can think in response to that is, Can you only wear those ridiculously hot little murder shorts in the bathroom, too?

And only stop by the skin of my teeth.

‘Honestly I was more wondering about what you’ve changed into.’

I gesture at the general area of the shorts.

At which he looks sheepish, even though I didn’t mean to make him.

‘I just thought they looked fun. Like a camp counsellor type of thing.’

‘And they do. In fact, that’s exactly what I thought of – that you look like a guy in a horror movie, from the seventies. You even have the moustache for it. And the body hair. And the jawline.’

Stop saying things, I think at myself.

It doesn’t matter though. He’s oblivious.

‘That was exactly the idea. And hey, if you like it, guess what?’

‘What?’

‘I got you one, too.’

He goes to his suitcase, open on the bed. And pulls out what I am bracing myself for: the tiniest little pair of red shorts, and the clingiest-looking cream T-shirt, with stripes on the scalloped sleeves. Cute, but not really the kind of cute I’m usually comfortable with.

‘Beck, this is really sweet. But I don’t know if I can wear this,’ I say. Though I touch the soft material of the top as I do. You know, just to mitigate the rejection of his gift.

I needn’t, however. He takes it on the chin.

‘Oh. Well, you can just say you don’t like it, I won’t mind.’

‘I know you won’t. But not liking it isn’t the issue. It just won’t fit right.’

He glances at the outfit, confused. ‘Pretty sure it’s your size,’ he says – as if there’s really a chance that it wouldn’t be. I told him what my size was in the questionnaire. And even if I hadn’t, I think he would have guessed correctly.

That’s not the point, though.

‘Right. But it’s still going to show a lot. Like, a huge amount of me.’

‘And that is a bad thing because you think too much butt is rude?’

‘Rude is not the word I would use.’

‘So tell me what the word is.’

He tilts his head to one side, just a little. And he gives me this strange look.

Soft and open, still. But with this glimmer of something in his eyes. Almost like he already knows what the answer is, but wants to hear me cop to it. He wants me to admit that I wanted to default to saying something like it’s unflattering. Like when someone tells a sexist joke, and you say to them, I don’t understand, explain it to me.

Because you know they won’t be able to.

And I realize, again, just how smart he is.

‘I don’t want to,’ I tell him, somewhat sullenly.

After which, amusement and victory light his eyes.

‘Good. Because I know you know they’ll look great.’

‘And how exactly do you figure that?’

‘You’ve obviously been burned by someone you trusted telling you otherwise. But you have eyes in your head. And you’re not a fool,’ he says, and as he does he turns away. I watch him start to unpack his things, as tidily as I would imagine him going about it. Remove, straighten, stack in several neat piles. Then into the chest of drawers, by his side of the bed, and the wardrobe, that’s closest to mine.

And it’s good that he does.

Considering I have no idea what to say.

Half of me wants to tell him it was my mother, and her insistence that I be as stylish and perfectly dressed as possible, at all times. The other half wants to ask him how he guessed that. Nobody guesses that with me. I’m the confident one. The one who wears whatever I want, when I want to wear it. I’m not supposed to care about looking weird. Or worry about showing off my curves in the ‘wrong’ way.

But he clocked it. No more than a week I’d known him, and he knew.

He knows now, too, that something is off. I can see it in the way he pauses mid–clothes folding, and looks at me. ‘Was that inappropriate of me to say?’ he asks after a moment. Though I’m not really sure what he means by that.

‘I don’t see why it would be.’

‘Because it implies that I’ve noticed.’

‘Noticed what?’

He tenses. Just a little, but it’s visible.

And it takes him a second to answer.

‘I don’t think I can really be specific without making it worse,’ he says, blushing as he does. In fact his face goes this wonderful warm pink – so I can’t fail to grasp what is going on here.

‘Because the specific thing is, like, my butt. You’ve looked at my butt.’

‘Well, no, not like that. Not directly at it, on purpose. All the time.’

‘So just near it, accidentally, once or twice.’

He goes to say no, I think.

Then seems to reconsider, in a frantic sort of way.

‘Not exactly that. But kind of. I mean, my eyeline was already in the wrong place when I opened the door that one time and saw you bending over. But I immediately looked away. In fact, I looked away so fast I clocked my head on the light fixture just inside my flat. It needed three stitches from a doctor I couldn’t explain it to,’ he says, all in a panicked rush.

And he’s now bright red.

He doesn’t seem to know where to put his hands.

‘Beck, you don’t need to knock yourself out because you saw a butt.’

‘Not even if the butt in question was super awesome and very hot?’

‘Found it easier to say it that way, huh,’ I say, and I can’t keep the amused twist from my lips as I do. Luckily, however, he finds it amusing, too. His mouth quirks up on one side like, welp, what are you gonna do.

‘Of course I did,’ he says. Then after a beat, he puts out his hands, like a teacher trying to explain an important concept to the class. ‘Though you should know, I still feel terrible about objectifying you.’

But despite how weirdly sexy that makes him look, all he’s getting is an eye roll and some scorn for it. ‘You’re not objectifying me, Beck. You’re just trying to make me feel good, even if it means it makes you feel or look bad. So I should probably stress to you here that it does not.’

‘So I seem super great when I say things like that, then.’

‘You do to me. And you said I get to say okay to things, if I want.’

‘Well, sure, but I didn’t mean that to cover something like this.’

‘Why not? It’ll definitely make things more convincing if you do.’

That flummoxes him, quite clearly. He looks at me like I just trapped him in a maze of complete accuracy, and he has no idea how to get back out. ‘So what you’re saying is I should loudly proclaim it to be the roundest, juiciest, sexiest butt I have ever seen, in front of everybody? Just, like, tell you how hot little shorts make it look, and how I can hardly keep my hands off it when you wear them?’ he says, eventually. In this baffled, incredibly sceptical sort of way that I think he believes is going to work.

But how can it possibly, when it’s also so inexplicably hot?

I swear when I hear him say the word juiciest, a whole wave of heat goes right through me. And then the thing about hands, oh god, I can hardly take it. Just the thought of someone like him really feeling like that, of him really being so hungry – I have to press my legs tight together against the ache that seems to start up over it.

But worst of all:

I speak without thinking. ‘You shouldn’t even keep your hands off it. Just grab it, anytime you like,’ I say, in this feral way I know he can’t possibly mistake. I feel like it must be absolutely clear that my desire is real – and so I brace for his horror.

Then get an expression that says, That seems tough, but fair.

And a firm nod, like an army general going to some terrifying war.

‘Well, if you think it will help. I’ll do my darndest,’ he says.

You know, just to underline the fact that I have well.

And truly.

Fucked myself.
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I decide that he’s not actually going to do it. After all, he looked like he was forcing himself to say he would. And he can’t even look at me, once I’m in the shorts and T-shirt. He gets one glimpse of my thick bare thighs, and exactly how tight that material is over the soft curve of my breasts, and the way everything jiggles deliciously as I jog down the stairs to catch up with him, and his eyes go up.

Way up.

They end somewhere just south of my head.

‘I hope you understand I did not buy you this outfit so I could accidentally see that happening,’ he whispers to me, as we make our way through the living room to the kitchen. And there’s more, too: ‘I just wanted you to have something super cute and comfortable.’

Even though he doesn’t need to give me anything at all.

With him, I already get it. I don’t need to guess or stress.

His intentions are always clear. And even when they have unintended consequences, those unintended consequences turn out great. Oh, they turn out thrilling. In fact, if anything, the issue is that they thrill me too much. They make me want to do highly inadvisable stuff, like bending over when he least expects it, or reaching for something in a certain way, right in his line of sight.

And when I even think about the reaction to that, I start to slip again.

It’s the situation, it’s the situation, it’s the situation, I tell myself, but god, that is starting to work less and less well, already. I have to rely on Doug being the massive cold sore he is to really put a dampener on those feelings. ‘You seen this kitchen, bow-tie? Phew, no idea how you managed to stumble into securing us something this stylish. I was thinking we would show up and find ourselves staying at a chintzy grandma nightmare,’ he bellows.

Because apparently he can’t even allow Beck anything.

He chose this beautiful place, and these fabulous lodges that somehow look both rustic and sleek – the kitchen being a prime example, with that huge AGA and the Belfast sink and the mugs that look hand thrown – yet still somehow the credit must be undercut. Like he’s just constantly daydreaming of the day that weirdo boss of theirs fires Beck, and presents him with the prize he thinks he’s owed. And Beck simply doesn’t see it, because he simply cannot imagine anyone being that mercenary. He just laughs and shakes his head, like, oh, you.

‘I know, I really lucked out on this one,’ he says.

Then he goes to the fridge – the one that is fully stocked because of him and his intense organizing skills and incredible attention to detail, and grabs a truly delicious-looking salad to hand to me. ‘Here you go, honey, your favourite,’ he says.

And you know what?

It only fucking is my favourite.

It’s flaked salmon with baby spinach and a lemon vinaigrette – the same super-specific one I make for myself almost every day. Only this one also has these tiny potatoes in it, and they look so delicious I can’t resist immediately opening the thing up and picking one out. I pop it in my mouth and oh, fuck me, it is delicious.

I almost go again with my fingers.

Beck has to pull out a chair for me and hand me a fork.

And I don’t even feel self-conscious about it. How can I when he sits down, too, and leans his beaming, adorable face on one satisfied hand, and watches me devour it like it’s the best thing in the world. He barely even gets to his own salad, he’s that into it. I have to prompt him by picking up his fork, and putting it in his hand, and miming eat.

All of which is good, because I know it looks super convincing.

But it’s also a little unnerving, because hoo, wow, does it feel it, too.

I don’t think I’ve ever done anything so naturally couple-ish with anyone, as I just did with him. It’s the kind of thing I watch Mabel doing with Alfie, and then very playfully mime-vomiting. But weirdly, I don’t even want to playfully do it here. Is it just that easy, I find myself thinking, instead.

It’s actually a relief this time when Doug interrupts, in between mouthfuls of his own dinner.

‘So when you two are finished with this little show, Dina was wanting to talk about that drippy hack author of yours who can’t make the talk she was supposed to give to all these little aspiring authors on Wednesday, Nita whatever. And confirm when and where the welcome meet-and-greet shit is happening. I know that nerd pack you put together says five, in that library thing they’ve got here. But you know her, fussy as fuck,’ he says, all offhand and uncaring about the way he just flattens everybody into annoyances to him.

Because I know Dina is not fussy as fuck.

It said so, in the binder Beck put together for me. Marketing manager, and the most professional and considerate person I work with, he had put, right under a picture of a woman with a smile as warm as his, and dark eyes as sharp as a tack, and a headscarf so cool and stylishly woven through her Afro I would be making plans to ask her where she got it from if I wasn’t as white as a piece of paper.

So Doug is full of shit about her.

Hell, he’s full of shit about Nita, too. Though I don’t need a binder to tell me that one. I’ve read her books. I know she doesn’t write drippy, hack-type stuff. She writes deep, rich love stories – ones I like enough that I want to defend her. I want to defend both of these women.

But weirdly, Beck gets there first.

In fact, he starts to stand up. ‘Hey, now, you just wait a gosh-darn minute,’ he says, and in a voice I’ve never heard before. It’s deep, with this kind of odd forcefulness to it. And enough that I find myself looking at him, amazed and strangely nervous.

But then Doug holds up a hand.

‘Okay, cool your jets there, bow-tie, I know she’s your meal ticket,’ he says. At which point two things happen: Beck seems to take a breath, and sits back down. And I immediately realize what that means. Beck is, or was, her editor. He edits the books of a Booker-nominated, number-one New York Times bestseller.

One who is super beloved.

People draw fan art of her work.

But he never said. Not even in his binder, under basics of my job. It was just his title – executive editor – and his salary, which was disturbingly small for someone that important and smart and good at what he does. And his picture, in which he was beaming and had two thumbs up, of course.

Because that is what he is like, in almost every single way.

A stealth bomb of brilliance. A light with a bushel so big I didn’t even register him as handsome, until the car. Though now, it’s pretty much all I can see. The veil of his wholesome, cheery kindness has been lifted. Or maybe the scales of thinking I don’t like wholesome, cheery kindness has dropped.

I don’t know.

I don’t know.

But what I do know is this:

When Tammy says, ‘Hey, you guys, come look, there’s a deer,’ we all go, and we stand in front of the big glass window/door that makes up an entire wall of the living room, and once there Beck meets my gaze. And he nods all exaggerated and slow, like is now the time, and I can see what he’s going to do.

Yet at the same time, it’s like I’ve never been less prepared for anything in my life. I almost yell at him dear god, don’t, and only manage not to by telling myself that this is nothing, it’s nothing, he is barely doing a thing to me. He’s hardly going to even touch me – and I’m right about that.

I swear his hand is so light on me, it’s almost like it’s not there at all. It’s a ghost, brushing against my body. And not even the part of the body he said he would brush, either. It’s just my back, where it begins to curve down to the danger zones. No problem, no worries, what even is that, I think.

Then I feel him start to slowly, oh so slowly slide that hand down, and oh, fuck. Oh no, stop, my mind moans. While my body bleeds what can only be described as sheer, unadulterated bliss. It’s like being eased into arousal, one agonizing millisecond at a time. Like feeling an orgasm build from seventeen thousand miles away. Every inch of me is alive to even the slightest shift in contact, the barest hint of more pressure, the smallest sense that he is about to go somewhere ruder.

And then he hits that ruder part – the dip at the small of my back, just before it rises into the curve of my plump arse – and I just can’t hold it together. I let out a sound, an actual sound. A little gasp, that of course reads like astonishment over the fucking deer. It seems like nothing, nobody even seems aware he’s doing this or I’m reacting to it.

Except for him.

He’s aware.

I go all stiff the moment he hears me.

And that hand whips away, like it was never there.

And somehow, when it does, I don’t think thank god.

I think only of the other terrible thing I know is true:

Now he is never going to do that again.




Thirteen

He sends me an email afterwards.

An email.

And yeah, I know he kind of has to communicate some way other than just talking to me, considering he has to go help Dina, and I have to actually make a start on the welcome pack and various ideas for writing assignments he suggested, in this offhand sort of way. You don’t have to do the ones they say, you can set your own based on things you like more. There’s nothing wrong with something science fiction-y, or maybe a little soft and warm. Or some combination of the two. Just think about you, he had said, over his shoulder, as he got ready to go.

But even so, man. Why didn’t he text?

Or DM me, on whatever they’re calling Twitter these days?

I know he has an account, I’ve seen it. Mostly he retweets videos of dogs that sound like they’re talking, occasionally with comments like, wow, I think this might really be the one, folks! So it was definitely possible.

But instead I get this, just as I’m honestly, totally, seriously so close to writing a first sentence on the writing prompt, you see a huge explosion from a distance:


Dear Hazel,

I hope this email finds you not hating me for too vigorously groping your posterior. And if it does, I understand. I have no excuses for my uncouth and frankly licentious behavior, only apologies, and a promise to take more care in the future.

Sincerely,

Henry Samuel Beckett



And what am I supposed to do after reading that? He used the word licentious. And the word uncouth. And the word posterior – like some old waistcoat-wearing man, last seen serving in World War II. In fact, I’m starting to think he might have been frozen back then by government scientists, and just got thawed recently to help save the world from CGI threats.

Frankly, no other explanation makes sense.

Though you know what makes even less sense than that?

That it still excites me when he does. I read those words, and I get the same sort of thrill I did over the pocket thing. That kind of weird contrast between his wholesomeness, his guilelessness, his sweetness, and the idea of anything ruffling that. Of anything scandalizing that, in the drawing room, as elegant society mingles just outside the door.

He’d whisper the word licentious to you in a hushed and breathless sort of way, some part of me insists, and then somehow I’m biting my lip and fanning myself with the welcome pack and wishing Doug and Tammy weren’t still downstairs. The walls and floors of this place are thin as fuck. I can hear them so much as breathing loudly.

They would definitely hear me doing myself.

And that means doing something else to distract my horny brain. Like writing, actually writing. Though of course, I don’t expect that telling myself this will work. I feel pretty sure that ten seconds after putting my hands on the keyboard of the laptop Beck let me borrow, I’ll be scrolling social media, or texting Berinder about a hat I saw on Etsy that I just know she’ll love.

I mean, that’s what usually happens.

But then somehow I just start typing. A whole sentence comes out of me. And another follows it, and another follows it and another follows it, until I inexplicably have an entire paragraph. A good paragraph that I don’t want to immediately discard on rereading.

She sees the flash from the building she is about to jump from, bright as a small sun in the darkness, it starts. And I think that might be good. Or at least, no Mother-ish voice comes along to tell me it isn’t. That I should do something more appropriate for a middle-class girl looking to settle down with a good husband.

Instead there are just my current chaotic feelings, all spilling out of me in story form. As if they’ve never felt allowed to spill out before. Or have never been strong enough to overcome that conditioning in order to do it. Because I can’t deny that, either – nothing I’ve ever done or experienced has ever made me feel this excited and mixed up and thrillingly uncertain. Even terrifying things that have happened to me in the past ultimately just seemed wearying. Dull. The same old. Oh, another man does something dreadful on a date.

Shocker.

So I guess it shouldn’t be a surprise that I’m writing as if in a fever. Or that what I’m writing is so horny. God, it’s unbelievably, ridiculously horny, even though it’s also about the end of the world. I find myself describing the sweat gleaming on the arch of someone’s back, the feral need to fist your hand in someone’s hair, the greed over something as small as a glance.

And I get so lost in it I almost forget:

I haven’t reassured Beck.

He’s still hanging on, waiting for an answer to his unhinged email, most likely stressed about me being annoyed, instead of how I actually am – fired up by the very thing he thinks he did wrong.

So I let that fire guide me in my vehement reply.


Dear Husband,

You barely touched me, you great, hairy Steve Rogers.

On my sexual history Richter scale, it did not even register.

I made a sound because of the deer, not because your hand breathed on me.

Never, ever worry about this again.

Smooches,

The posterior you are licentiously, uncouthly married to.



And after I have, I fully and absolutely expect him to be satisfied that he’s done nothing wrong, but maybe also sort of flummoxed? Possibly a little sheepish? An oh, I don’t know what I was bothered about kind of thing?

But instead, I get this:


Dear Wife,

I have never in my life felt more complimented by an insult. For that I am definitely going to have to save you from Thanos, most likely while blushing because my sleeve accidentally brushed your elbow. Forgive me, my sexual Richter scale is calibrated only to the sort of movement that might simply be someone on the next seat of the same couch farting.

Forehead pecks,

The furry Captain America you are married to.



He doesn’t even take a lot of time to do it. It hits my inbox in under a minute. Like it takes him zero effort to be this funny and self-deprecating and able to take my threads and run with them, suddenly. Forehead pecks, I think, and giggle, and rush to reply.

You know, just in case it’s a fluke.


Dear my furry Captain America,

Brace yourself then, because I have more compliments for you.

That is the funniest email I’ve ever gotten.

Now pretend I never gushed like a schoolgirl over your ability to bend words to your will like they are made out of some sort of lovely elastic.

Earhole tonguings,

The totally normal, dignified woman you are married to.



I write, almost as feverishly as I wrote those three pages of frantic fucking.

And thirty seconds later, I get the evidence that this is not a fluke at all.


Dear my completely undignified and all-the-better-for-it wife,

Take comfort from the knowledge that I would never believe you had gushed, even if you did venture into any state I could name as such. Because of course I can’t name this as anything of the kind, considering your email history to date most likely consists of men like Bob telling you the fiscal year starts on Friday.

Though you should still know, I fluttered a little over lovely elastic.

But only because you write as beautifully as you think I do.

And also I am as used to praise as a ferret is to flying.

Now just imagine a sign-off in a way that matches the brain-searing energy of earhole tonguings, because I could not actually manage one myself,

The husband who wishes he was as good at this as you are.



I swear, I kick my feet while reading it. And I curse him for not knowing his own worth. And I end it by wondering how the fuck he’s so free here and so not elsewhere. It seems impossible – until I remember the notes, passed under the door.

Then I get it.

Only now I’m thinking it’s more than just the distance it gives him. It’s not just the pressure he doesn’t feel while writing. It’s what he’s into. He loves it, he loves writing, he loves the written word. His ideal state is probably being some lighthouse owner, in a big cable-knit jumper, sending letters to someone he’s forbidden to be with.

And oh god, that thought is something else.

It makes me go all hot all over.

I have to stop before I can respond to him, because honestly I don’t know what I might say. I want to suck the cock of every word you’ve said, I imagine, then close the laptop just in case I’m tempted. Besides, letting it end there is probably for the best.

The whole thing seems too much like flirting, for a man who wants a kind, soft wife who makes love to him in a sedate manner, and a woman who currently feels like an electric charge is running through her. Don’t corrupt him, I tell myself as I unfold from the bed, and straighten myself out a little.

I splash more water on my face.

Brush away the evidence of constant hands in my hair.

By the time I hear the door go, and sounds of hellos downstairs, I’m pretty much calm and presentable. I walk down the stairs as casually as you like. I am the picture of cool.

Then I see him, framed in the doorway. All thick thighs and big shoulders and hair as black and lush as the pelt of a beautiful animal. Like some pinup from the seventies, who made his name in a series of scary movies. He’s the wholesome sheriff who saves the final girl, I think, and when I do, every normal word I want to say dries up. I just stare at him, with probable hearts in my eyes, and he stares back, with I-don’t-know-what in his.

Bashfulness, it looks like to me.

As if he realizes he was too forward in those emails. Too saucy, in a way he doesn’t know how to be in person. And now he has no idea how to act. And I have no idea how to help him. I feel like we just got finished sexting and aren’t ready to see each other in the flesh so soon after.

Just as Doug strolls in from the kitchen.

He sees us, looking like heavily breathing bookends.

‘Well,’ he says. ‘Aren’t you gonna greet your wife with a kiss, bow-tie?’

And of course I know what he’s saying it for.

It’s a test. This is a test, of the most awful and complicated kind I have ever had the misfortune to experience. Because the thing is, I am completely primed to make this the most convincing kiss anyone has ever beheld. Every part of me is genuinely ready to fuck his face with my mouth.

But I can’t do that, for about seventeen different reasons.

Starting with how big Beck’s eyes go when he hears those words. And ending with the thought of how such a thing will look. Not like an old married couple who are going to divorce extremely soon. But like a pair of people who aren’t even married, and feel all juiced up at the thought of a single snog. So now I have to somehow try to do this, with all of that in my head.

None of which I can easily manage. I step toward him like I don’t know where the bombs are between us. Legs all jerky, body trying to stay behind, face trying to smile but somehow only managing terror.

While he barely moves at all.

He seems frozen with uncertainty. I can almost hear him thinking, She said that she was okay with the butt touching but what if that doesn’t extend to mouths pressing against each other? And he’s definitely still stuck on that when I get there. He doesn’t even seem to want to lean into my space, never mind invade it with a hand somewhere on me.

But he’s going to have to, because I can’t reach him.

I go up on tiptoe and am still about a foot short of his face.

The only thing I can kiss on my own is his chest, and somehow I doubt he wants that. So I urge him with my carefully shielded expression. I make a face that I hope says it’s okay, go ahead. Then he does, and oh, fuck me sideways with a spoon.

He goes so, so agonizingly slow.

By the time he gets within an inch of my lips, I feel as if breathing has become a thing of the past. Something I used to do, back when I was normal. But I can no longer manage, under these circumstances.

But that’s not even the worst part. No, the worst part is that I get to see everything, in magnificent detail. The way the lids get heavy over his eyes; how his eyes lower to my lips like he simply can’t help it. How dark they look, how deep – like rich, expensive chocolate.

And the way his lips part . . . 

It makes the lower one look even sulkier and softer than it had seemed in the car. When it pushes against me, it’s going to feel so good, so sweet. I don’t think I’m going to be able to stand it. Then he makes contact, and it’s so slight I feel as if I should be able to.

He barely touches me.

I get just the faintest hint of pressure, of soft hair, of skin brushing skin.

But it doesn’t matter. I still react like a fever has gripped me when he goes to pull away. Because I just can’t stop myself following him, oh god, I follow his mouth like his mouth is food and I’m half starved. My hand fists in his T-shirt before I can even think about it; my body arches up into his. I think, for one heart-stopping second, that I almost rub myself against him.

It’s only his quick thinking that saves us.

He pulls back and laughs, in a way that disguises his obvious panic.

Then he claps his hands together. He says all brightly, ‘Well, I better get dinner started.’ As Doug looks on, clearly annoyed at being thwarted. He thought we were going to fail, and we didn’t.

We were convincing.

And everything is now completely okay.




Fourteen

I know everything is not completely okay the moment I go into the bedroom. And not just because I spent the last hour after our delicious puttanesca dinner avoiding going upstairs, because I knew when I did he would be there, in the bed I have to sleep next to him in, while most likely wearing almost no clothes at all.

No, it’s the fact that when I finally get there, he’s awake.

And fully dressed.

And sitting on the edge of the bed.

And he looks dreadful. He looks as despairing and horrified as I thought he would be, after I almost scaled him like a mountain. So naturally I think that this is the fallout of that. It was just delayed, by having to seem like a normal husband who makes pasta dinners and cheerily eats them with his ordinary wife.

Now he can let the cracks turn into massive fissures.

All of his true feelings are about to come spilling out.

Fuck, I think, and go to apologize. Only inexplicably, he gets there first.

‘I know, I know, I messed things up,’ he sighs. As if he was the one who grabbed me like he couldn’t believe what a mouth felt like. And he carries on, too. ‘I was too wooden, I was too stiff, I didn’t look like I even knew what I was doing. I’m sorry. I really tried.’

He shakes his head despairingly.

Even though I haven’t the foggiest idea what he’s talking about.

‘Why on earth would you think you weren’t convincing, Beck?’ I ask.

But he just stops looking at his hands, and stares at me blankly.

‘Because Doug told me he thought it wasn’t. He joked about it.’

‘When? I was with you the whole time.’

‘You went to the bathroom after we ate.’

‘And he was right on you?’ I do my best not to pace angrily. And fail, obviously. ‘Man, that dude is sly. Not to mention a fucking coward. Can’t even take the words I’d have for him, if he tried it in front of me.’

‘Okay, I want you to know I appreciate that, but again. Please do not put yourself in the line of fire for me. I do not like that idea. It makes me feel very not like myself, and I am already super far from where I want to be on that score.’

‘Because he’s starting to make you angry? You should be, about his bullshit.’

‘But I hate it. I hate being that way. I want to be calm, and reasonable. I want what he says to not bother me, and I have no idea why it does,’ he says, and just sounds genuinely confused about it. His forehead creases into a frown, he looks away like he’s trying to solve a mystifying puzzle. It’s all right though.

I get it, even if he doesn’t.

‘It’s a sore spot. Something you wish you had that he can mock you for being without. Like having a raw, open wound that someone is constantly rubbing salt in. So instead of just shrugging it off, the way you usually might, you feel stung. You get flummoxed. You end up lying, and then not knowing how to defend the lie,’ I say, after which the crease between his brows lessens. So I press on, even harder. ‘But don’t worry, because we can fix that.’

‘You can’t fix me not knowing how to kiss.’

‘Well, I think it’d probably help if I didn’t grab you.’

‘But the grabbing was the good part,’ he protests – all amazed that I don’t think so, too. Hands gesturing wildly, as if to say come on, you should be able to get this. ‘That was the super-convincing part.’

‘It didn’t seem like you thought it was. It seemed like you found it too much.’

‘Only because I felt like I had already reached the limits of my expertise. And even that level of expertise was not enough for Doug. He said it looked like I was paying respects to my dead grandmother.’

If that’s the case then I’m an incestuous necrophiliac, I find myself thinking. Though of course I can’t say that. Mainly because something is dawning on me. Something that I should have known, but didn’t.

‘Right. But what you mean by limits of your expertise is that you’ve never had someone climb you before. Like, you don’t mean anything else by that. You don’t mean, that, you know. That you, that—’ I say, words punctuated by increasingly nervous laughter. But in the end he just looks up from beneath those thick black brows, his gaze a little sheepish and a little fraught. And I have my answer. ‘Holy crap. You’ve never really kissed anyone, have you.’

‘Well . . . it depends what you mean by kissed there. Because you know, I have with quite a few people. And it was very nice and enjoyable. But it wasn’t really much beyond what I just about managed then. I wasn’t close enough with any of them for it to be, really. It was always the sort of polite thing you do with someone you hardly know, instead of the real intimacy we have to pretend we have.’

Stay cool, I tell myself.

But I can’t. I have to, at the bare minimum, put my hands on my knees. And take a few deep breaths. ‘Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh no. Oh fuck,’ I say.

Much to his distress.

‘I know. I am such a ridiculous person.’

‘Ridiculous is not the word I was thinking of.’

‘Then what was? Embarrassing? Weird? A poor, unfortunate soul?’

Now I can straighten. I can breathe normally.

Only because I have to gesture at him insistently, however.

‘I am not a sea witch trying to steal your voice, Beck. I am just someone who wishes you had told me you’ve only ever kissed anyone in the politest manner possible, so I could take even more care than I’m already really trying to. I swear to god, I’m trying,’ I tell him. But he just looks even more mystified by this than he was about everything else.

‘My goodness. You took all the care in the world. You always take all the care in the world. My only qualm was about getting it right. Not about how or with whom it was happening.’

‘But I could be better. I could be practical. I could explain—’

‘Hazy, I don’t need explanations. I completely understand the mechanics of making out in a far more passionate manner. And I would be unafraid to put the theory into practice, in any normal circumstances. But these circumstances aren’t normal. It has to look real, right out the gate. I have to put on a show, and I don’t know how to make sure the show is accurate.’

He looks away in the middle of all that. And I’m glad, because god only knows what I look like throughout. I mean, he called me Hazy. It’s not even just a secret name between us now, it’s a secret nickname between us. A little endearment, of the sort that makes my heart do things I didn’t know it could.

Plus he’s spelling out exactly what he needs.

How can I really resist giving it to him?

‘Well, okay, so maybe we can just rehearse,’ I blurt out, before I’ve even had a chance to think. But oh, fuck, the hopefulness he tries to hide when he looks back at me.

‘You don’t mean that.’

‘I don’t if you hate the idea.’

‘But I didn’t say I hated it. I just can’t believe you want to.’

I actually don’t, but I’m trying to pretend it will work out fine for me, I think. Then somehow manage to make a pffffft sound, and roll my eyes. For him. For what has to be, so he will be okay.

‘Why would I? I’ve kissed a million guys. And almost all of them were less pleasant than you. One of them tasted like a butthole. Mostly because he put his mouth on some other woman’s butthole, right before he put it on me. I found out later that he was known for doing that. By the police,’ I say, in as jokey and cynical-sounding a way as I can manage.

But in response his eyes widen. Then narrow. ‘And after that he went to jail for one thousand years, right.’

‘I don’t even think he went to jail at all. He’s still at large, as far as I know.’

‘Okay, but can you just pretend, because I think I might lose it otherwise.’

‘Well, in that case, he is currently in Alcatraz for all eternity.’

‘Thank goodness there is justice in the world.’

‘There sure is, Cap.’

I joke salute on the end. Mostly to disguise the fact that everything he’s said just makes me want to throw myself at him like a bug against an extremely kind and protective windshield. It doesn’t help, however. Now he’s looking at me all pleased and soft.

And the reason makes him even more delicious to me.

‘You liked that I called you that, didn’t you. In those emails,’ I say.

‘I like that you’re doing it now, too. But especially then.’

‘Find it easier to say things when they’re written down, huh.’

‘Oh, noticed that, did you,’ he says, in an almost sardonic sort of way. Like gee, you think. Though he’s kind of undermined by that spark of delight in his gaze. The one that I now know so well. The one that tells me he’s glad that I did, because apparently he enjoys feeling seen as much as I do.

‘So much that I’m thinking of suggesting we have this discussion via text,’ I say, and there it is again. The flicker of light in those gorgeous eyes. Greedy to do just that, at first. But then clearly realizing that this is ridiculous.

‘I don’t need to. I know you’re right about what we should do here. I’m just trying to stall until you get so tired you table this idea for the morning, and I can pretend for a little longer that this is not a thing we definitely have to do,’ he says, with enough trepidation that I feel mine lessening.

Or at least, I understand I have to be the strong one here.

‘Well, good luck with that, bub, because my usual bedtime is two A.M.’

‘Oh, good golly, I am never going to make it to that. Even on New Year’s I barely get past midnight. The ball drops and I just slump into a slumber, like someone pricked my finger with an evil spindle.’

‘Right. And then someone kisses you to wake you up.’

He snaps his fingers, like, darn it.

And practically mouths the word shoot.

‘Well, jeepers, I walked directly into that one,’ he says, half laughing. Which feels like a victory at first. But then less like one, when I realize this now means I have to actually do this. It’s fine, it’s fine, this is just theory into practice, it’s going to be mechanical and boring, I tell myself.

Yet still end up walking over to the bed like I’m going to my doom.

For a second I can’t even sit down next to him. I catch a glimpse of those thighs, and that siren goes off in my head. So I look up at his face, and somehow it gets even louder. He’s just looking up at me too expectantly. Almost eagerly, I think, and have no way of telling myself that this is definitely not true.

All I can do is force myself to sit down, with that thought in my head.

Head swimming because of it. Heart beating too long and heavy.

‘So my first suggestion would be that you try not to go so slowly,’ I start, proud that my voice doesn’t waver. Tortured by the fact that I have to continue. ‘It took you about a thousand years to get to me, which would not normally be a bad thing. But probably is when it’s supposed to be something you do constantly. And when you also probably don’t want loads of time to agonize over, before it actually happens.’

He nods, regretfully. ‘I did agonize a lot as it was going on.’

‘Right. So don’t think. Just go for it.’

‘Okay, but what if I go for it wrong?’

‘You won’t. You just have to do what I know you’ve thought about.’

I feel him tense next to me for that. Like I’ve accused him of something, even though that wasn’t my intention. It didn’t even cross my mind that those words could suggest he wants to screw my brains out – and I go to clarify.

But he gets there first.

‘And by that you mean just generally. Generally I’ve thought about it,’ he says, in a way that isn’t designed to sting me. It just weirdly sort of does, anyway. Yes, I get it, I’m not your type, I think, with an internal eye roll.

Then have to act cool about it.

‘Exactly. So, like, when you did, what did you imagine doing?’ I ask.

All business. No feelings. Not even when he looks at me.

Even though he looks at me like he’s considering. That gaze turns inward, in this wistful way. And I can almost feel his longing for a thousand different things when it does. I imagine him turning each sweet desire over in his mind, and then suddenly all of that is focused back at me.

His eyes trail over my face, as if he can really find what he wants there.

As if I match whatever special someone he’s held in his head for so long.

And in the moment, I could almost believe I do.

‘I don’t know. I guess I’ve always imagined touching someone’s hair, if I were to go a little further than where I’ve been,’ he says, as he runs his gaze over a lock of it that’s fallen over my shoulder, softly and so full of real-seeming yearning that it flips my stomach. I have to clench my fists and count to ten, just to not let my internal reaction show,

‘That sounds nice. That sounds good. And it’s a good way to ease into it, without making it look like you’re nervously hesitating. You just, you know, reach up like this, and—’ I start to say, as calmly as I can.

But all the words die away when I feel him make contact. Because he takes that one wavy lock of my hair in his hand so gently, so reverently. Like it’s something precious, instead of barely styled, and losing the pink on the ends, and starting to look sort of drab.

Or at least, I used to think that would be drab.

Now I don’t feel so sure.

And I feel even less sure when he touches me like that. And keeps touching me like that, long past the point I should tell him to stop. He starts stroking it back from my face, and every time he does it feels like he’s trying to see me better, that he wants more of me to drink in with those suddenly so dark eyes.

None of which I can really cope with.

I find myself whispering, ‘What comes next?’ to him. As if what comes next is going to be super less sensuous. Instead of what it actually is: more, oh god, it’s so much more, oh man, he actually tells me that he always wanted to lean in, and whisper in someone’s ear that they are so beautiful.

Then he does.

I feel the brush of his cheek against mine, the heat of his breath as he slowly eases words into my already addled mind. Better ones than he claimed, too, hotter ones than he claimed. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen a lovelier woman than you,’ he says. And yes, I know he’s only doing what he would want to, with somebody he was really trying to seduce.

But even so, it turns me inside out.

My eyes roll closed. My breath stutters in my throat.

I can’t help snapping a hand up to hold the nape of his neck.

To keep him close, I know. To try to draw this out a little longer, even though I shouldn’t want it to be happening at all. Though truthfully, I don’t expect it to work. I imagine him jerking away, and blessedly freeing me from an agony I have no bloody clue how to free myself from.

But instead he keeps talking.

He says: ‘Is kissing you now the right thing to do?’

And it’s all I can do to not gasp please, now, yes. I have to tell myself it’s just going to be like before – barely anything, a press of the lips – to keep my reaction to a nod. Then I sit as still as I can, as he turns his head and touches his mouth to mine.

And I was right, too, it is the same as last time.

In fact, if anything, it’s softer.

But the problem is, he doesn’t stop. He just stays like that, lips pushed against mine, until it starts to feel like something else. Savouring it, I think, and get a streak of heat through my body. Then another one, when he moves just the tiniest bit. He sort of leans toward me in this strange, intense sort of way.

Then I realize what that intense lean is:

He’s starting to sink into this, one unbearably slow, agonizing increment at a time. First with his shoulders, sort of dropping. Then with his body tilting toward me. And finally with the pressure of his mouth against mine. It goes from barely there to sort of insinuating against me, deliciously. Almost rolling, so slow and sort of like he’s giving in that I can’t stand it. The heat inside me immediately intensifies, just at the very idea.

Give us an hour and he might even part his lips, I think, and I swear just the idea of something so small is electrifying. For a second it’s all I can think about or feel. So of course the moment he pulls back, breathless and a little dazed, I say anything I can to get him back. I say, ‘Like this, like this.’ Then I stroke my thumb over that soft lower lip, until he can’t stop it from dropping. Until he looks at me with wide and wondering eyes, and a sound of the sweetest shock comes out of him.

And I catch those parted lips with my own.

Too hungry, too greedy about it.

God, I know I do too much.

But too much apparently makes him groan. All low and heavy, directly into my mouth. I actually feel it vibrate right down to the place between my legs, and that place aches in response. It thrums, until all I can think about is alleviating that feeling. Just slip your hand under the waistband of your shorts, I think, as I rock my mouth against his.

But just as I’m telling myself that’s terrible, he rocks back.

Hesitantly, at first. Hardly anything, really. He just follows the way I move, and how I part my lips. Presses back against me, when I press into him. Sweet, but not so hugely exciting that I cross that line. That I have to do something as lewd as touching myself, over nothing more than a kiss. I can cope, I think.

Only he doesn’t stop there.

He seems to get the hang of it, like some quick study going from simple sums to something like sexual algebra. That slow, hesitant rock turns into him urging himself against me, all hot and open and good. And when he can’t quite get enough from that, his hand slides round to the nape of my neck. He holds me, like that, to kiss me more deeply. More passionately. More believably.

God, I could drown in every one of his moans.

In the sigh he gives me, when he feels something he likes.

He gets the soft stroke of my lower lip over his, and he just lets that heavy sound out. Feels the slickness of my greedy mouth, and gives me more, more. Then right as I’m thinking this must be his limit, right as I’m thinking there must be no more, I feel it. Oh god I feel it, all filthy and lewd and like he just can’t help himself.

He has to taste me.

And so he does, he does. He lets his tongue flicker over my upper lip, at the tail end of one languid kiss. Then when I let out a little sound in response, he seems to know what it means. He guesses just like that, and does it again. Slower, this time. More like a caress, in a way that strongly reminds me of how you would lick something else.

He would do that over your clit, my mind murmurs.

But that’s because my mind is drunk on lust. There isn’t a bit of sense left in it, and even less of any after he seems to realize he doesn’t have to stop there. I’m practically urging him closer, deeper; I know I let myself lick him in return. I slip my tongue into his mouth, somewhere in the middle of this feverish madness.

So of course he does it back.

For one glorious second, I get him fucking my mouth.

Or at least, it feels like fucking, with someone like him. That tongue eases over mine and it’s like anyone else having me, on all fours. Like a hand in my hair, as they work their cock into the place he’s only licking over. It’s nothing, I tell myself. Nothing nothing nothing.

But my hand is now almost between my legs.

And I know that everything there is very wet. I squirm a little on the bed, and suddenly I can feel it. The slick slide of one thing over another; the strong sense that my panties are soaked. Like I’ve been coming for an hour, somehow, without really getting the payoff.

And god I need that payoff.

I need it so badly that I briefly lose my mind. I actually push my body against his, one hand on his thigh. Then I just kiss him like I’d kiss anyone who makes me feel this way, all hot and wet and full of desperate sounds.

Really, it’s no wonder he pulls away.

I mean, I was practically fucking his mouth. And he’s barely used to a peck on the lips. This must have gone way, way too far for him, and now he’s going to tell me. He’s going to look at me with those big, round, innocent eyes, and gasp why did you do that.

Only he doesn’t. He makes a sound like phew.

Then he shakes his head.

‘Think that’ll do it,’ he says.

And I’m relieved, until he gets up and goes to the bathroom, and I hear the sound of an electric toothbrush, and I know. It doesn’t matter that the kiss from sex hell is over, and no damage was done. Because now I’m going to sleep in the same bed as a man who just accidentally almost made me come.




Fifteen

I don’t think I would feel so bad about lying there next to him, unable to sleep because of the nuclear levels of lust running through me, if it were not for the fact that he just goes right off. Out like a fucking light. As if nothing at all is going on with him. He is fine and dandy, not a care in the world, completely unaffected.

He even looks like he’s having peaceful dreams.

I glance across the enormous, ridiculous divide between us, and his head is turned on the pillow toward me. And the expression on his face can only be described as oblivious contentment. There’s almost a smile on his lips; both his eyebrows are a little raised like a man in the middle of saying a cheery hello.

It’s hell. This is hell.

And the kind of hell I can’t do anything about.

There’s no way I can slip to the bathroom and get myself off. I could hear him flossing when he went in there after the kiss that killed sense. I made out a comb going through his hair. Doing myself will sound like a herd of elephants stampeding through a vagina, by comparison.

I can’t.

I can’t.

I have to just focus on falling asleep, instead. And I do, it’s true.

But then I dream, and oh god, the dreaming is horrendous. In it, I’m running from some monster from a slasher movie. And I stumble, and crash into trees. My torch stops working. Somehow I keep going the wrong way.

Then suddenly there he is.

Coming right out of the darkness at me.

You’re safe now, he says, as he scoops me up in his arms. And even though I’m not the sort to like being scooped, or even the kind of person who might find that sexy, somehow it is when it’s him. I go all swoony, like some princess in a fairy tale. Only instead of thanking him with my hand in marriage or whatever, I do it by dragging him down onto the forest floor, and having hot, sweaty sex with him.

Only it’s not exactly hot, sweaty sex.

It’s softer and sweeter, to the point where I want to call it something else. Making love, I think. This is what making love must feel like. And I want to blanch over that. But the thing is, it isn’t too much or too intimate or too eye roll-y, like I always thought it would be. It feels good. It makes me moan and squirm beneath him, arms going around his body to hold him closer. And when I do, he doesn’t pull away. He leans into it. He whispers against me. God, you’re lovely, he says, just like he did in reality. Only this time, I know he means it.

It’s real, so real.

And it practically pours pleasure through me. In fact, it almost feels like I’m coming, just hearing him say it. Like the heat is building and building, low in my belly and then – oh god, oh god, I think I am. I think maybe it happens, all heavy and intense and too much.

But more important:

Real. Jesus, I think it was real. I wake up to the last embers of it thrumming through me – like a fucking teenager having a wet dream. Over something that wasn’t even kinky or lewd. It was just soppy sex, after he saved me from monsters in some horror movie that doesn’t exist.

And worse: he heard me, oh god, he heard me.

‘Are you okay? You were moaning,’ he says.

Because of course I was. I still want to moan now, seeing him leaning over me in the darkness. Shoulders all massive, thick black hair slightly mussed, eyes heavy with sleep in a way that’s indistinguishable from when they’re heavy with confused desire. One hand on the divide, because naturally he doesn’t want to breach it. Though I can tell he would like to.

Innocently, just to comfort me, of course.

But what would that matter, when even the thought riles me up? I almost say to him: Just go ahead. Put a friendly hand on my shoulder. I promise I won’t try to suck one of your fingers into my mouth until your eyes roll back into your head.

Because they would, I know.

If I just dared . . . 

‘It was just a bad dream,’ I blurt out.

But it doesn’t help. Because he says, ‘Do you want me to hold you?’ and I swear I come so close to saying yes I have to clench my teeth, to catch it before it comes out. And long after he’s gone back to sleep, I still feel it.

That sense of wanting something I’ve never wanted before.

From someone I know can never really give it to me.

The good thing about day two of this endless nightmare is that it includes a lot of distractions. I have a whole itinerary of things to do, starting with a meet and greet with the group I’ll be a part of. Which sounds dull and not like it will distract me at all. But it is immediately more than I thought it would be.

I get to a building called the library – which for some reason I had assumed was not a real library – and have to stop and take a second in the arching entranceway, beyond the dusky, stone-floored foyer. Because it is, in actual fact, a library. And one that pretty much surpasses any other library I’ve ever been in.

Everything from floor to ceiling is this deep, dark wood, polished to such a high gleam I feel like I could see my face in it, if I leaned in close. There are actual busts around the place, of probably super-important rich people. And I am pretty sure it has three floors. There’s a staircase at the end of this central open area, and it leads up to what looks like a balcony of books circling said place, followed by another balcony after that.

Though it’s the books themselves that are really impressive.

I think they’re leather bound. Every single one is a plain colour, with gold lettering along the spine.

And I mean, I know Caleb Miller is a gazillionaire. In fact, I remember reading an interview with him in which the only thing he was willing to say was that being rich is disgusting, and he wants no part of it, and if that means dumping it on anything he can he will.

But even so.

This is nuts.

I almost don’t want to walk into the place, in case I somehow make a mess. And all my fear of not fitting in here is really ramping up. I think everything with Beck made me forget that this might be something I’m not really cut out for. But now it’s back, and it’s brought reinforcements. I actually find myself wondering if I have time to go back and wear something other than this flowery dress and cardigan combo that I thought made me look like a writer. But definitely doesn’t make me look like this kind of writer. These people are going to show up wearing berets and brogues and tweed.

They’ll have leather-bound notebooks.

And fountain pens.

And all I have is the laptop I borrowed from Beck and the soft little satchel he gave me to put it in and a bunch of pens that I know he uses because they write really well, but probably aren’t fancy enough for this. This is so much more than he has prepared me for, with a notebook that has a picture of a smiling penguin on the cover and all his strange little bits of advice.

Tell yourself what you would tell me whenever you find yourself stuck, he said to me before I left. But that doesn’t help me here. Here I’m supposed to be right for this on the spot. Worse: I’m supposed to be the kind of right his wife would be. And that idea makes me want to turn around and walk back out. This was just supposed to be fun, and now it’s a million things I hardly realized I desperately wanted. And I am pretty sure I am going to fail at it, hard. Doubly so, because this isn’t just something I can play off as fun anymore. It’s something I have to succeed at on multiple levels. To a super-high degree. And if I don’t I won’t just expose Beck. I’ll expose myself.

So I go to leave.

Just as a girl who looks like a nursery school teacher dashes in. She’s in dungarees, and her trainers are red. And she says, ‘Oh my goodness, am I late? Hi, hello, I’m Meera.’ Then she sticks out her hand, and I shake it without even knowing how to respond. Because I think if I do, I’ll say, Thank you. Thank you, Meera, for being just like the me I want to be.

And not the me I don’t think I could ever achieve.

And she’s not even the only one.

They all look the same way I currently do. Amazed by this place, certain they don’t belong, and either so shy they don’t speak, or so nervous they babble away like Meera. A skinny guy in a yellow overcoat introduces himself to seemingly everyone, and then gives us a rundown of his vital stats. His name is Julio, he’s twenty-eight, he just got married to his long-term partner, David, and he likes cats and kimchi and going on cruises.

And it’s just nice.

It’s soothing.

Suddenly I don’t have to pretend to be the life of the party. I can just stand there, awkwardly clutching Beck’s satchel, with the other ones who are awkwardly clutching their satchels.

Like kids on the first day of school.

Waiting for the teacher to come and tell us what to do.

And the teacher in this case is Dina. Dina, who is as lovely and professional as Beck said she is. She swoops in in a gust of vanilla-scented perfume and a flutter of silk and cashmere layers, and ushers us all into a ring of seats I barely know are there until she gets us sat down. Then she stands at the front and speaks, in the measured tones of a radio presenter.

‘Welcome to the first annual Harchester Writing Retreat,’ she says. ‘We hope you’re all having a wonderful time so far. Now – on to the start of your writing journey here, courtesy of our patron, acclaimed and beloved writing legend Caleb Miller.’

And there he is.

Or rather, there is a flat screen behind Dina, on which is what looks like somebody’s elbow, and half a couch, and finally an annoyed-sounding American accent grumbling out at us. ‘The only thing I want to say is don’t waste your life like I have. Seize what’s important right now, do not wait. And good luck with that, because it’s almost impossible. The end,’ he says.

Then even the elbow image we got shuts off.

The screen goes blank.

And Dina for a moment can’t even hide her oh, brother sort of expression. Like she’s fully used to the shenanigans of this man, and is annoyed for the seventeenth time that she must now smooth over whatever mess he’s made. So I laugh, and I say, ‘Well, I mean, he’s not wrong.’

Then everybody laughs.

Including Dina.

And she gives me this look – this knowing sort of thing, as if she is fully aware of who I am, and has heard exactly what I’m like. Though I’ve no idea what the specifics of that might be. Something far too nice courtesy of Beck, I’d imagine. And there’s another nice thing from him, too, once we have our writing prompts, and I’ve found a cosy nook in the library, and I check my email.

I told you everything would be fine, it reads.

Because of course he did give me the exact correct things I would need. And he knew I was scared, underneath my bluster. And he also knew that I would be okay. He pays too much attention for it to ever be otherwise, and in the best sort of way. Just quietly there, noticing everything you’ve always been afraid of everyone seeing, but secretly longed for them to, anyway.

Honestly, it’s no wonder he’s driving me out of my mind.
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It’s dark by the time I get back to the lodge. Mainly because I didn’t want to stop once I started writing. I looked up, and everyone was gone. It was just me, and someone vacuuming on one of the lower floors. Meera and Julio said to tell you goodbye, she said, as I passed her. They didn’t want to interrupt your flow.

Then I get a little thrill at the thought of having a flow.

In fact, I kind of can’t wait to gabble about it to Beck, like a big dork.

We’re supposed to space out the prompts but I started every single one of them, I see myself saying to him the second I get inside. Hell, I’m buzzing so hard I can almost imagine showing him some of my scribbling. Or even telling him that I no longer think it’s that silly or mad to want to write romantic stories. That I think I can do it, and have all the feelings inside me that might make that possible.

But then I step through the door and he says, ‘Darling.’

And he sounds so big and bright and happy to see me.

So relieved. So real.

It takes almost nothing to believe it. He goes to take me in his arms, and I let him. I welcome him. Like he really is my husband. Though somehow I suspect most husbands don’t sweep their wives up the second she responds. Or dip her in a way that wouldn’t look out of place at the end of a romantic movie. I have to grab him just to keep myself standing.

Or so I tell myself.

It feels less like that once I’ve got my hands on his burly shoulders, and his huge arms, and his great broad back – and all those things feel amazing. I have to physically restrain myself from rubbing all over them. And even more so when he just kisses me. Firmly, confidently, and so on point I completely forget that I’m supposed to be nicely distracted. He parts his lips, and I get the slightest flicker of tongue, and I become ravenous. Like a wild animal.

Nothing can stop me from kissing him back.

Or from doing it in a way I know is too much. I rock my mouth into his, all hot and wet and good, and he makes a sound right into me. A groan of shock, I think it is – though it doesn’t feel that way. There’s a helpless, desperate quality to it that makes me think of someone eating a delicious meal after years of gruel.

I imagine him stuffing it into his mouth, eyes going back in his head. Fingers sticky with food he shouldn’t eat, and then him licking each one clean. And it drives me on. I don’t stop. I practically climb him to get at his mouth better. One of my hands ends up in his rich, thick hair, and my leg is somehow off the ground and at his hip and oh, the sound he makes for that.

How he just sinks into it, more sounds spilling out of him like a symphony of desire. I could swim around in it. I could do nothing but this for the rest of my days. Just keep fucking his mouth with my tongue, until he pulls back abruptly, all breathless, and says my name against my lips.

Hazy, he calls me. Like it’s my real name.

And nothing has ever sounded more like it is than he makes it sound now.

I can feel myself inching a little closer to believing it. As if I’m scaling some mountain called No, don’t worry, you’re actually totally compatible and this is not going to end up destroying emotions you’re not used to having. You’re not going to ruin him forever, nothing is going to end up fucked up beyond repair.

It’s fine. It’s fine.

Even though it isn’t. And not just because we’re all wrong for each other.

There’s also the fact that we have definitely gone too far. We’ve seemed too much like people who’ve been waiting a thousand years to fuck each other. Instead of people who fuck fully dressed, and will soon never want to fuck again. So I step back. And I try to laugh, and sort of slap Beck on the shoulder – like that was just a big joke.

Though I don’t need to.

Doug doesn’t seem to care or notice in the slightest. Like this wasn’t that sexy at all, it was just the baseline of convincing him. All of which means one terrible and harrowing thing:

We’re going to have to do it again, just to stay afloat.

The good part is that we don’t have to do it again that night. But the bad part is I know other similar challenges are barrelling down the pipe at me. Like the fact that we’re about to have another night of hell, in our one much-too-small bed. The same bed that I can’t stop thinking about as we sit across the kitchen table from each other, eating dinner.

He chatters away about his day, I think about it.

Doug complains about the pasta, I think about it.

By the time our hands brush reaching for the salt, I’m so charged up that this slight touch makes me jerk back. Like it burned me. My face heats; I can’t meet his gaze. Then I do, and his gaze is so full of concern. Are you okay, he mouths, in the middle of Tammy telling a story about a girl in her writing group.

She’s so nice and cute, I hear in the background.

While in the foreground there is just Beck, and his dark, expressive gaze. The way it holds mine, unflinching, and without one single hint that he would like to pay attention to anything else. Because of course he doesn’t want to pay attention to anything else. He’s not interested in shying away from emotions or actual problems another person might have. He doesn’t play games, he won’t just make you guess.

He cares.

He waits, until I nod. And only then does he focus back on Tammy – like the polite gentleman he is. He listens to her talking about this girl, this fabulous girl, this girl I’m starting to suspect Tammy has a huge crush on, in a way that’s hopefully going to end very badly for Doug. And he tells her that the girl, Mandy, sounds lovely and open to being very good friends.

While Doug seems completely oblivious.

He’s just stuffing the cacio e pepe Beck made into his mouth, like it’s going out of style. Despite the fact that he claimed, at several points, that only dipshits and losers know how to cook fancy foo-foo pasta. I didn’t even know it was fancy, Beck had said. I just really like cheese.

And that feels very true, once I’ve got a mouthful of the stuff.

It tastes like a block of Parmesan is making love to my mouth. I have to stifle a moan and stop myself from shovelling it in. Then I remember I don’t have to stop in front of Beck. He’s not waiting to be a pain in the ass about it. He’s just looking at me surreptitiously, in between telling Tammy that tomorrow they won’t have to put up with him running the workshop on plotting.

And his eyes gleam, to see me loving his food.

It’s the reason he kept giving you the pies, my brain informs me. His love language is food and feeding people and watching them enjoy it. Only of course I know that it wasn’t exactly love, in my case. It was more like niceness, true niceness, true kindness, of the sort he doles out to absolutely everybody.

Like right now, when Tammy wonders if she should have some more. He just gets up, and grabs her some. Almost absentmindedly, so as to not draw attention to it. No big deal, who cares if you put on weight, have some more, the gesture seems to say. And Tammy seems puzzled, but happy about that.

She tucks in, between shooting him little confused looks.

Like his awesomeness is starting to sneak up on her, too.

And then I find myself imagining her hitting on him, and them dating, and oh god, it’s so awful I don’t know how to deal with it. I get a surge of nonsensical jealousy so intense that it stays with me all through dinner, and doing the dishes, and the game of Scrabble we somehow end up playing afterwards.

I find myself searching for any sign that he and Tammy are in love, despite the fact that she is clearly in love with Mandy Taylor, the girl in her writing group, and Beck is completely focused on trying to work things so I can get a triple-word score. ‘No, honestly, I thought the word foot was the best I could do. I didn’t even see that age over there I could have added it to,’ he says.

All of which is a complete lie.

And of course only makes everything worse, when we finally have to go up to bed. Now I’m too hot to stand this and all in my feelings – about thirty seconds before we climb the stairs together. Slowly, slowly, and so close I feel like I can make out the heat of his breath on the nape of my neck. My hand is on the rail that lines the staircase, and his goes too fast behind it, and they almost touch.

And now we’re in the bedroom.

Standing across the bed from each other.

Staring and staring into each other’s eyes, as if that makes any sense at all. Then he goes to take off his T-shirt – to break this weird tension, I think. Only when he does he seems to realize what that means, about halfway through, and stops. He holds it there, with the material lifted just enough that I can make out the thick hair all over his belly, somehow rough and soft-looking all at the same time.

Then just as I go to look away, he laughs.

‘I don’t know why I’m hesitating, you’ve seen me without my shirt on,’ he says, so amused by his own foolishness that he rolls his eyes at himself. Like come on Beck, where’s your head at, talk some sense. Though of course it’s not sense to me. He just accidentally trapped me in a complete nightmare.

Now I have to keep looking as he actually takes the whole thing off. I get to see his burly chest and his strong shoulders all over again, before he snags his pyjama top and slips that on.

And slipping it on doesn’t help.

It has a lot of buttons, and he fastens each one agonizingly slowly. All I can think about when he does that is what it would look like in reverse. Plus once he’s done, it makes such a contrast with the rest of him. It’s like something a nineteenth-century gentleman would wear before donning his smoking gown and retiring for the night.

Only he’s so big inside it. So hairy.

And it’s dangling over his bare thighs, in a way that makes it look like he has nothing underneath. Then he strips his shorts off and I have to know there’s nothing underneath. He’s completely naked there now, in a way I feel way too weird about.

Though at least it doesn’t seem so weird when I turn around, at this point.

I haven’t seen that part of him. It makes sense to not stare as he pulls on his pyjama bottoms. Plus I’ve got to get changed myself, and he has definitely not seen anything on me. In fact, he’s already staring at the ceiling before I even put my back to him. And when I glance back I see his eyes stay there, as I slip out of my top all quick.

Though I swear, I hear him swallow thickly when I unclip my bra. As if he made out the sound, and knows what it means, and is just a little affected. Just enough that it takes some effort not to make him more so. I force myself to stay turned away, so the only thing that sees my bare breasts are the blinds and the wall. There’s no way for him to glimpse a thing.

Or so I think, until I see it.

The mirror. The freestanding swing mirror in the corner. The one I catch a glimpse of him in, behind me, eyes flashing big at whatever he didn’t mean to catch a glimpse of. ‘Oh goodness,’ I hear him let out, in this startled way. And I don’t want it to feel good.

But it kind of does. It sends this spike of excitement right the way through me. Followed, thankfully, by a spike of shame and horror. Sorry, I didn’t mean to assault your eyes with my tits, I want to say, as I scramble to tug on my own pyjamas. I get one arm in the wrong sleeve, and somehow manage to do two buttons wrong. Twice I almost drop it, in the middle of the whole thing. In the background, I can hear him almost whistling.

Then finally, finally I manage.

I make myself presentable.

And quickly realize I’m not presentable at all. I chose this sleep set because I thought it was nicely modest. In fact, it is nicely modest, to me. It covers absolutely everything, from my ankles to my neck. But of course the problem is – it covers all of that with slinky stuff. It covers it with silk. And silk is way, way more revealing than I have ever been forced to realize before.

The material keeps sliding between the cheeks of my ass. And clinging to the shape of everything between my legs. And I know that it’s hanging in a way that fully reveals how tight and tense my nipples are. Every time I move I can feel material gliding over them. They’re getting stiffer by the second, just because of that fact.

And because of him trying not to stare.

He moves toward the bed without being able to actually look in the bed’s direction. His hands fumble and feel for the duvet, and he clumsily peels it back. While I try to do the same without showing him anything more, accidentally.

By the time we get into bed, I feel like the air between us is electrified.

Even brushing against that empty space makes me buzz and jerk back. And I can tell he’s carefully avoiding it, too. He manoeuvres as if there’s a much bigger obstacle between us than the cushion worm, all big exaggerated movements and avoiding even touching it, until he finally settles right on the far edge of the bed. Absurdly right on the far edge.

He moves a millimetre, and he’s going to fall off.

I expect to wake to the sound of him thumping to the ground.

If I manage to sleep at all. ‘Goodnight,’ he says, in an oh-so-slightly wavery voice. Then he snaps the light off, and I just lie there in the dark, staring at a ceiling I can hardly see. It takes me an hour to settle enough to close my eyes.

But even doing that doesn’t really help.

It just means I can hugely hear him, now. The shift of his body on the bed, far more tentative than it should be. The shakiness of his breathing, as if he’s as unsettled as I am. Then even worse, somehow: the slowing of it, like he’s actually managing to fall asleep.

He drifts off, while I carry on squirming and aching and just wanting to touch myself more than I ever have in my life. Would it be so bad, I find myself thinking, as I squeeze my thighs together around that low pulse between my legs. Then just as I’ve convinced myself that I definitely shouldn’t do it, I feel him turn. I feel the mattress dip and shift.

And I don’t know, I guess he flings his arm out in his sleep. But it’s a really long arm, so it traverses the barrier between us, easily. It gets right across there, and suddenly, oh god, suddenly his hand is on me. It just lands on my body – and not even on anywhere innocent, either. He doesn’t get hold of my shoulder or my stomach.

He gets hold of my breast.

He almost cups it, with that big, heavy hand.

For a second it actually seems as if he’s squeezing it, greedily. And as there’s only that silky material between his palm and all the sensitive things there, it feels unhinged. Every time he breathes his hand shifts just a little, and brushes the tip of my nipple. It slides that silk right over the tip. Accidentally, I know, I know. But of course my body doesn’t know the difference. My body just thinks he’s gently rubbing me there, over and over, until I ache.

Pleasure spirals down from that one stiff point, sweet enough that I almost moan. I almost arch up into that sweet deliciousness, and only manage to resist because I know how bad that would be. He’s not meaning to do this.

But I would be, if I did.

‘Beck,’ I whisper, instead.

Then I give him a little shove. But the thing is, giving him a little shove makes him shift. It rubs his palm against that tender little point, and I just can’t help it. I make a sound. I gasp all shaky and hot, and of course that wakes him. He jolts like I shot him, and seems to realize what has happened all in a sleepy rush, then immediately jerks his hand away.

‘Oh my gosh, Hazy. I am so sorry, I am so sorry, I absolutely did not mean to do that, I promise that will never happen again, here, let me put something more between us, let me just grab another pillow,’ he says, and he fumbles to do just that. He shoves more stuff between us.

In the end it’s like a mountain.

No way is he ever going to be able to accidentally touch me again. And I want to feel good about that, I do. But I can’t, I can’t, because I know that by accident is the only way he’s ever going to do it. Even though I don’t think another accident would be enough for me now.

I want it over and over.

And on purpose.

Until both of us lose our minds.
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Things are different the next day. And I don’t think it’s just embarrassment at what he accidentally did that makes them so. No, I think my reaction is the thing affecting him. It’s me, and my horny moan. Me, and my horny everything, most likely. He’s starting to buckle under the weight of everything he’s not used to, and all the stuff I instinctively want to do.

And it’s taking a toll, to the point where it’s seriously noticeable.

He comes down for breakfast with odd socks on. I have to tell him, as he goes to grab the cereal. But all it does is make him more nervous, more flustered – he backs into me, realizes his body is too close to mine, then jumps forward as if I pricked him in the butt with a fork.

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry,’ he says, and I can’t even tell him it’s okay.

My heart is hammering, just over the idea that he almost touched me. I feel scalded by the air between us. Then I make the mistake of turning away from the toaster I was just fussing with, and looking at him fully.

And oh man, oh man, oh man.

His hair is all mussed and messy. It’s sliding out of that side parting, and spilling over his forehead and over his ears and forming these little sexy curls that frame his face. And said face is just so flushed, so sheened with perspiration. He looks like he just got finished fucking someone, and still can’t believe how good it was. He’s dazed from sex he hasn’t actually had.

Even worse.

He hasn’t shaved.

Like he didn’t trust his hand to be steady with a razor. Which is bad enough on its own, it really is. God, just the thought of him trembling is enough to make me wild. But then on top of that, I have to reckon with what not shaving does to him. Because, Christ alive, does it make him look hot. It gives him this feral, desperate air, for some reason. Like someone who’s been living in the mountains for a million years, and has never known the touch of a woman.

Tammy even says, ‘Oh, you look cool this morning, Beck,’ as she somehow manages to dart through the soupy tension between us to snag a cereal bar.

Though I know it’s not the coolness I’m responding to.

It’s that contrast again. The slight edge and the soft sweetness. It drives me out of my mind. I have to drill it into my brain that this is all evidence of how much this is unsettling him, just to stop myself dealing him even more psychic damage. He’s falling apart, look at him, I yell at myself. All he did was accidentally see and feel some boob he didn’t intend to see and feel, and he’s a wreck.

Though of course now I’m thinking of how that looked and felt to me.

Which means I have to get out of there, immediately. I tell him I gotta go, even though he knows I don’t at all. Then I head to the first activity of the day – Better Brainstorming, with some dude who has a podcast about that very thing – a whole hour early. I get to the spot by the lake where we’re supposed to meet, and nobody is around.

It’s just me and the scenery.

And Mabel, texting to see how things are going.

Have things settled down, I read, and have to take a second before answering.

If I don’t, I’m going to write back that he touched my breast in the night, and it was one of the most arousing things I’ve ever experienced, and that even after he panicked over it I couldn’t stop thinking about him doing it again. Instead of the more sensible thing I eventually go with.

It’s not the situation, I type. It’s him.

Then I hit send, before I can chicken out of confessing.

The first step toward breaking an addiction is admitting you have a problem, I think, and find myself laughing mirthlessly. Then screaming silently, briefly, into my hands. About ten seconds before there’s a ping.

And you think he doesn’t feel the same, she’s put.

Most likely while laughing and shaking her head, I know.

But she just doesn’t get it, she doesn’t understand what this is like.

He literally told me he wasn’t at all. And he hasn’t said anything has changed, I try, and the reply comes fast, and thick with the kind of deadpan I usually aim at her.


So you think Henry

Samuel Beckett, a man

who apologizes if his

finger touches yours while

handing you a cup of

coffee, would directly tell

you that he wants to bang

your brains out?



And I let out the same frustrated noise she lets out for me when I try to set her mad worries to rights. Well, maybe not like that. But somehow, I send to her. Only she doesn’t let up.


A note in your lunchbox

then. Will you go out with

me?




I know you’re being silly,

but yes. Yes, he would

actually do something like

that. Because he’s shy

about these things, but

he’s also honest. He’s the

most honest person in the

world, telling me would

practically be a physical

need.




And you can’t think of

anything that would

outweigh this, in his mind?




Mabel, I have zero

experience of men like

this. Everything he does

completely throws me.

I spend half my time

wondering if he’s for real.

But somehow, you think

I should be able to grasp

the complexities of his

innermost mind.



She takes a long time to respond to that. So long that other people start turning up. Meera sits on the grass next to me, and wants to know if I’m excited to do some brainstorming. And a guy whose name I think is Josh gets out a cushion and plops himself onto that, some distance from us.

He waves, just as my phone pings.

So I’m in the middle of waving back when I get this doozy:


None of this is complex.

He just thinks you’re too

fabulous to want him.



And I snort loudly enough that Meera asks me who’s pissing me off. My best friend is, I think, as I furiously type back.


My brand of fabulous is

not the brand of fabulous

he’s into. He wants a

kindly wife . . . Not some

love-them-and-leave-them

fun-loving flake.



Though I know what’s coming after that.

And sure enough, a second later:


Lovey, I think you have

to ask yourself if fun is

actually what you’re having

with the men you’ve dated.

And also take a long think

about WHY you leave.

Because you’re not a flake

in the slightest, so it has to

be something else.



To which I sigh, and type: If you say I’m scared of commitment, I swear to god. So of course after that I get another long pause. People are starting to turn up en masse by the time she replies. I almost put my phone away, and at the last second she slips in with another killer blow.

You’re not scared of commitment, Haze. You just haven’t had anything worth committing to, are the words that pop up on my phone. And she’s right, of course I know she’s right. But still. I can’t help being mad about it. Not to mention trying to get out of it.

In fact, it’s only as I’m headed back to the lodge that I realize something else, with a start violent enough that it makes me stop walking: she called me Haze. She used my real name. The one I always told myself I didn’t want.

But now apparently ache to hear, from everyone who says it aloud.




Eighteen

I tell myself that there is no way on earth Mabel is correct about this.

And everything that then happens only backs me up. I sit next to him on the couch to watch some macho movie Doug put on. And when I do, my hand brushes his leg. Just a little – but he actually flinches away from me.

Which is good in one way, because Doug says: ‘Ooooh, trouble in paradise, huh.’ And if we’re building toward a phony divorce, that’s what we need. But in any other way, it’s terrible. Because of course I don’t want him to feel this dreadful over a slight touch. It’s breaking my supposedly dead heart to see him nervy and distant and not his usual cheery self.

So much so, in fact, that I go to whisper to him through the darkness, just as the movie gets super loud. I lean in and put my lips close to his ear and I get the start out. ‘Beck,’ I say. But I don’t get any further than that. He jumps right out of his seat almost the second I speak his name.

‘Okay, I gotta hit the hay, real tired, need a whole heck of a lot of shut-eye, big day tomorrow,’ he blurts out. Then I turn just in time to see him dashing up the stairs about three at a time. He’s gone before I can even call after him.

Though I don’t know if I would, anyway.

Doug is looking at me very curiously. And that means I have to sit there like nothing weird just happened, worrying and stewing and watching this ridiculous movie. Listening to Doug’s inane comments, while upstairs my phony husband is probably getting even more unshaven and dishevelled.

By the time I get to reasonably excuse myself, all I can think about is how bad this is going to be. And it’s no comfort when I get into our bedroom, and I find him asleep. Sleep just seems like he’s trying to avoid talking to me. Like he might even be faking it – and oh, fuck, that is awful.

I get changed in the bathroom with my guts churning. And they’re still doing it when I emerge, in three layers of clothes. I’ve got on a pair of pyjamas, a jumper, and a robe, and even that many things doesn’t seem like enough. I still have to creep into bed like someone trying to steal the crown jewels.

If the crown jewels were shaped like his hot body.

And once I’m in there, perched so close to the edge I can feel the line of the mattress digging into my ass, it takes me ages to get to sleep. He stirs and I tense up, wondering if he’s going to move closer to me. His breathing quickens, and I think god, he’s awake. Then I finally, finally manage, I drift into a fitful doze, only to get woken barely half an hour later by the most awful sound groaning out of him.

I swear, it sounds like he’s been stabbed. I come very close to frantically reaching for him and begging for forgiveness, for the gut wound I obviously gave him. In fact it takes me a good minute to calm down, and breathe, and remember that there is no wound at all. That I have to fix this more normally, with maybe a gentle question.

‘Beck, oh my god, what’s going on?’ I whisper.

And in response, I feel him go very still.

Tense, it seems like. ‘Nothing,’ he says.

But his voice wavers in the middle. And after he’s squeezed that word out, he makes a noise I’m more familiar with. This kind of frustrated, that-made-me-queasy-and-I-am-trying-not-to-be noise. ‘You’re lying though,’ I say, and I know he goes to try it again.

He starts some lie, and gets foiled by his own guts.

‘Gosh darn it,’ he mutters, under his breath.

Though he still doesn’t give me any answers. He just lies there with his back to me, breathing in so shaky a way that it tells me all I need to know. He had a terrible dream, most likely about this whole situation, and now he’s all fucked up. And so much so that when I reach for him, and try to get him to turn over, he actually jerks away from me.

‘No, I can’t do that right now,’ he says, so frantic and loud that it makes me whip my hands back. I clench them into fists, just to make sure I don’t ever touch him again. And then I plunge on into this trial for the crime I’ve obviously committed.

‘Look, I know that I’ve done something to you—’ I confess.

Much to his very obvious outrage.

‘You’ve done something to me? Hazy, I was the one who grabbed you.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, but. But you didn’t mean to do that. It was an accident.’

‘And what are you saying you did that wasn’t accidental?’

I glance at him through the darkness, but can’t see anything aside from his broad, tense back. I have to just imagine those big expressive eyebrows giving baffled. Before I do my best to reply in a way that sounds normal.

‘Kissing you really rudely.’

‘That’s not a bad thing.’

‘It must be. You won’t even turn around.’

Silence, then. One in which I feel certain he’s trying to come up with a lie that won’t induce nausea. But I know the exact moment he fails, and is forced to give in to the truth – I feel him sag, and a sigh comes out of him, and I’m pretty sure that’s his hand reaching up to swipe over his weary face.

About ten seconds before he answers.

‘Hazel, I’m not refusing to turn around because I’m disturbed by your very lovely kisses. I’m refusing to turn around because I just dreamed some incredibly inappropriate things about you, and they made me react in a way that is going to be super visible to you if I do,’ he says.

And now it’s me who doesn’t know how to speak.

I open my mouth to do it, and nothing comes out.

It takes me about thirty seconds to even guess.

‘And by that you mean you’re hard.’

‘I wish that was all I was. I could probably hide that.’

‘So it’s worse then. You are in a worse state than aroused.’

I laugh when I say it. Like that’s the most ridiculous idea ever.

But he doesn’t even hesitate now.

‘Much worse. I dare not even tell you how bad it is.’

‘But maybe I want to know. Maybe I’ll like knowing.’

‘Nobody likes knowing that someone has just done this all over himself.’

I see him gesture, and know what the gesture is. I see where he’s swirling that hand. I get what it means. Yet somehow, I still can’t quite bring myself to believe it. The very idea makes this howling void open up between my ears.

It takes me an age to venture my best guess.

‘Does done this mean come?’ I ask, tentatively.

But even tentative is too much.

‘Oh Lord, don’t say that word,’ he groans.

Then he shoves his face into his pillow, for good measure. While I just lie there, all electrified by the idea in a way I really do not want to be. I don’t want to ache like this over the thought of him having a wet dream, like I did. Like some horny teenager, completely unable to control himself. It feels completely terrible to – and especially when I’m still apparently messing him up. ‘Because me being specific and explicit is disgusting to you,’ I venture, but god, the frustrated sound he makes in response.

‘Hazy, no, it’s not disgusting. Nothing you do is disgusting.’

‘But it must be something you don’t like. Something bad.’

‘Yeah, it’s called making me need to do it again.’

‘And by that you mean—’

He spreads his hands before I can finish. I see them, even through the darkness.

Which means there’s no getting around it. Or getting around the other things that immediately impress themselves on me, really strongly. ‘So one rude word from me makes you hard. Even right after you’ve just had an orgasm. Like, not even five minutes later and you’re ready to go a second time. No big deal, that’s not abnormal to you,’ I say, and expect him to laugh.

Of course not, he’ll tell me.

Then I get his actual, completely matter-of-fact answer.

‘Three times, one after the other, isn’t abnormal to me,’ he says.

After which, I kind of have to put my face in my hands. Because it’s one thing to know that he’s horny enough to come in his sleep over a weird situation. But kind of another to have it impressed upon me that he might just generally be a rampantly horny person, who can apparently go all night.

Now I’m picturing him spending hours on some random Saturday, making himself come. And that’s a lot on top of every other unfolding revelation. ‘Oh my god. Oh my god. Okay. Okay. Okay,’ I babble, between my fingers.

Then I hear him shift. I know he’s trying to turn to me.

‘Hazy, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said,’ he says.

Because he’s bonkers, quite clearly. ‘Never mind saying, Beck. That’s something you need to put up on a billboard. Surrounded by neon lights. With a number to call so people can reach you for a real good time.’

‘But that sounds like you like the idea of me being that way. That it—’

‘Excites me? It does. All of this does.’

‘Even the wet dream part?’

God, he sounds so incredulous.

Even though I almost moan to hear him actually say it. He’s probably all coated in come, I find myself thinking. But thankfully manage to be less perverted in my words. ‘Dude, I’m just laid here desperate for you to describe it to me.’

‘But it was awful. It was something you should never think about your sweet lady friend,’ he says, while I try not to put my hand under the waistband of my pyjamas over the idea of how slick and sticky he must be.

‘I think we’ve established that I’m not sweet, Beck.’

‘But you are my buddy. And I want you to stay that way. I don’t want to lose you because I can’t cope with kissing a beautiful woman and lying next to them night after night and seeing things we both know I saw.’ He swallows thickly, and I can tell it took him some effort to get that out. To admit that he caught that glimpse. And to get out the rest, too. ‘I didn’t mean to see them but I did and now, no matter how much I block them out while awake, they’re there when I sleep. In fact, I think blocking them while awake makes the sleeping part worse.’

So now I’ve got to deal with him being turned on by my breasts.

While attempting to reassure him. ‘Beck, I promise you. You’re not going to lose me over thinking about my bare tits. It’s cool with me that you do. And doubly so if you’re desperately trying to not think about my bare tits, to the point where it’s making you dream about them,’ I say.

But it doesn’t help. He just groans, even more hotly than he did before.

‘Lord, don’t give me permission. Or say bare. Or that other word.’

‘But now I know you like it when I do. Don’t you?’

He pauses, just long enough to look over his shoulder at me. Like he can’t believe I’m serious. Then when he sees I am, he shakes his head. ‘Yes. Of course I do. I don’t even know how you can’t know.’

‘Because it looks like you’re coming apart at the seams, Beck.’

‘I am coming apart at the seams. But not because you’ve done anything wrong. Because I feel like I’m doing something wrong, whenever I get worked up over things I shouldn’t. Like the way those pouty lips of yours look when you turn your face up for a kiss you don’t mean. Or how warm and soft and good you feel in my arms every time I have to hold you. Or what that mouth of yours does to mine, god, I was not prepared for what your mouth does to mine. I thought kissing would be easy to cope with, and instead you make it all hot and wet and ohhhh, when you stroke your tongue into me, oh, that feels so—’

Hot, I finish for him in my head.

And astonishingly, that doesn’t even feel wrong. He’s into this, he’s into all of it, Mabel was right. Or at least, she was partly right. I mean, at least some of his reaction has to be simple inexperience. He’s not used to it – which means I have to tread lightly. To just reassure him, and let him decide what happens next. ‘Well, you should know I don’t feel like that’s wrong at all.’

‘You might if it gets any worse. And it definitely will, because usually when I feel something like this I can just see to things. I can get home and put on some eighties movie soundtrack full of saxophones and light some candles, and three hours later the problem is solved. But here, well. There’s just nothing I can do to alleviate the issue at all.’

‘Because I’m with you all the time.’

‘Right. And even when you’re not, someone else is. Plus the walls—’

‘I know, I know,’ I finish for him. ‘They are so ridiculously thin. I swear, I heard Doug fart the other night.’

‘I mean, he farts loudly. But even so, yeah. It’s bad. And doubly so when you’re as loud as I just cannot seem to help being. I’ve tried over the years, god knows I’ve tried. But I just can’t seem to go about it quietly.’

‘And by that you mean you go hard at yourself.’

‘Enthusiastic would probably be the word I would use.’

‘So the enthusiasm makes a lot of noise.’

‘Well, I tend to get pretty—’

He cuts himself off before he can finish that thought.

But I can’t let that stand now. I’m practically on the edge of my seat for the next instalment in he is actually into this and also can apparently go all night and likes listening to sexy music while he masturbates.

‘What?’ I ask.

Breathlessly, too.

But he still seems to tense up.

‘It’s embarrassing.’

‘Nothing can be more so than both of us getting riled up over something perfectly natural, and being too afraid of what the other person thought to say anything about it. So just don’t worry about it, okay. Just take it like I want to hear it, and I like to hear it, and I don’t care what you say.’

That gets him, I can tell. He makes a little noise of what sounds like shock or maybe even delight, over the words riled up, and then again over the words like to hear it. Though he still takes a second to reply. And when he finally does, it’s all in a rush. ‘Okay. Okay. When I’m this worked up I get very . . . you know. Slick,’ he says, then I practically feel him wince.

I don’t know why, however.

‘Ohhhhh, that is the hottest thing I’ve ever heard in my life.’

‘It is? But that sounds so gross. Like, I’m just so . . . messy.’

‘I like messy. I love messy. Tell me more about the mess you make.’

‘Well, obviously, when I – there is usually a lot of—’ he tries. But it’s all right that he can’t get it out. In fact, I think I like that he can’t. There’s something exciting about him being so secretly filthy, underneath all these layers of politeness.

And getting to peel them back for him.

‘You do a big, thick load all over yourself, huh,’ I say.

Then get to hear him gasp, in this clearly aroused sort of way.

‘Oh my stars, Haze.’

‘Was that too much?’

‘I want more, honestly.’

‘Me, too. Me, too. Tell me more.’

‘You want further details about how loud I am,’ he says, like he can’t believe it. Even though I know how I sound now. Greedy. Desperate. Ready to ransack him for every single specific about how horny he actually is.

‘If there are details. There are, aren’t there? You moan, too.’

‘More than just moaning. Way more.’

‘So you grunt, and gasp, and get all breathless.’

‘And I say things. Lots of things. They just kind of spill out of me.’

Fuck, I think. Then have to physically stop myself from squirming over something he hasn’t even described. To wait, until I hear what exactly I’m dealing with here. ‘Oh my god. What sort of things? Like, dirty things?’

‘Too dirty to say in the presence of a lady.’

‘Even if this lady just made her panties all wet, simply by thinking about that,’ I say, before I can stop myself. As if this combination of his revelations about wanting it and his confession about his own horniness and his continuing dedication to politeness are just dropping all the guardrails around my mouth.

I find myself wanting to shock him, now that I know he’s okay with being shocked. Though I don’t expect the results to be so compelling. He groans, all low and deep. And I feel him move on the bed, in this very specific way.

This rubbing-himself-against-something sort of way.

‘You didn’t. I don’t believe you. You’re just trying to be nice,’ he chokes out, as he rolls those hips all lewd and good. God, it’s so good. I can almost imagine him between my legs, big and solid and heavy, rutting into me like that.

So of course I go further.

‘I can prove it, if you want. All I have to do is slip my hand between my legs, and get my fingers all messy, and then simply—’ I say, and as I do I go to do just that. I slide the waistband of my pyjamas up, and ease my fingers underneath.

And I know he can hear it. He holds his breath.

Starts to turn like he can’t help it, like he just has to see.

But then he seems to realize.

‘No, wait, stop,’ he blurts out, loud enough that I do.

‘Sorry. Sorry, that was too much. That was too far.’

‘No, Haze. It wasn’t. That wasn’t it, you just—’

‘I disturbed you.’

‘You didn’t. I just don’t want to beg you to do that if you don’t mean it.’

He rushes out those last words – like he has to really force himself to say them. But it doesn’t worry me, because of the tone of his voice when he does. It shifts, from the light, cheery thing I’m used to, to something else. Something deep and dark and close to a growl, in a way that makes me moan.

And talk.

‘Oh god, Beck, I mean it so much. My whole body is just aching for a fuck. It has been for days and days – and you’re right, it just makes it so much worse when there’s nothing you can do about it. I’ve thought more than once of going down to the car and doing myself in the back seat, when I’ve been too turned on to take it. And the other night – I think I came in my sleep, too,’ I say, hesitating for only a second, before I correct myself. ‘In fact, I know I did.’

‘Right. Right. But maybe that’s just because you’re used to lots of great sex.’

‘I’m not used to lots of great sex. I’m used to lots of mediocre sex, at best.’

‘So then what is it about this that does that to you?’ he asks. Genuinely bemused, I think. So of course I have to answer him. Even though the answer is like trying to walk a tightrope over twenty thousand land mines.

One false move and he’s gonna think you’re too wild about him to ever be able to let this go when the time comes, I tell myself. Before I answer as carefully as I can. ‘You’re an attractive man, Beck,’ I say. Though even that makes him go very still. I think I actually hear a sharp intake of breath. Then after a moment of deafening silence:

‘And it’s the kind of attractive you like.’

‘Anyone would. I mean, if they stopped to really look.’

‘Yeah, but there are reasons they don’t.’

‘Not good enough ones to stop me seeing.’

Again, his breath seems to catch. Even though he must have some idea. He must know how he looks, objectively speaking. Those eyes, that jaw. That black hair, so thick I just want to run my hands through it right now. His big, burly body, all ripe and ready for a million things I want to give him.

But quite clearly he doesn’t.

‘Still though, you probably don’t really want to do that. That thing you said,’ he says, so unsure and bemused about it that there’s nothing else I can do. I have to tell him otherwise. I need him to know his own worth.

‘The only question is if you want me to,’ I tell him.

And I get such a groan in response. Then words, hoarse and low.

‘Gosh, yes. Yes, I want to hear how excited this has made you.’

So what else is there to do but go ahead? I ease my hand down, right between my legs. And oh god, I’m even messier than I thought I was. My panties are soaking wet, to the point where I have to peel them away from myself. It takes a second to really work my fingers underneath the waistband, and over my slick pussy.

Then I get it, and holy fuck.

I don’t think I’ve ever made such a mess.

It’s all over me, all in the strip of hair I have down there, all slippery over my smooth sex. And when I sink into that seam between – ohhhh, it’s like warm syrup, it’s delicious, it’s wonderful, I swear just the feel of it electrifies me. It has me stroking myself before I can even stop and consider what I’m actually supposed to be doing here. I’m just supposed to be showing him how slick I am.

But that doesn’t seem to matter now.

All that matters is how good it is to finally get to rub over my aching clit.

In fact, it’s almost too good. I do it once, and the pleasure is so intense it makes me go rigid. A sound comes out of me, low and guttural. And I have to back off it, just a little. I have to work to the left and to the right and just anywhere but right on it. Though even that feels like too much.

I’m arching my back and shuddering and gasping within seconds.

And I can’t help getting ruder about it. I just want to get a little more, so I slip two fingers down, down to my greedy cunt. Then I work them in, as I work my clit. I fuck myself, just a little, just in the way I like, completely unthinking.

But, of course, the sound that makes.

It’s no wonder he makes one in response.

‘Ohhhhhh my goodness,’ he blurts out. And it’s so big and shocked-seeming that of course it pulls me up short. I panic a little bit, in fact. Too far, too far, I think, and pull my hand away from all that filthy noise. I go still, and try to think of something reassuring to say. But before I can, he speaks into the sudden stifling silence.

‘Why are you stopping? I thought you needed to—’ he starts.

And I know the word he wants to end on is come. I can hear whatever dirty thing he can’t say now, in his silence – louder than if he’d actually said them. They ring like a gong inside me, made all naughty and forbidden and transgressive by his sweet, polite nature. Like I’m crossing lines that don’t even exist with anyone else.

Just him. It’s only him I have to tentatively ask.

‘I do but I have no idea if that’s okay with you,’ I say.

And then relish how trembly and low his voice sounds in reply.

‘Nothing has ever been more so.’

‘So you want to listen to me making myself come.’

‘Well, I could leave the room if you wanted me to.’

‘No. No, stay there. I like the idea of you hearing me play with my pussy,’ I say, then get the reaction I expect for that last word. He moans restlessly, and I feel him shudder. In fact, he’s almost constantly shuddering now. And it gets worse when he hears what I’m doing. Because I’ve got my hand back between my legs, and I’m not holding back now.

I circle my clit, nice and quick.

Two fingers in my cunt, working just the way I like.

And oh god, it sounds loud. It sounds hot. As does the stuff coming out of my mouth. I’m almost constantly making little desperate noises now, in a way I don’t think I ever have in front of a man. Usually I fake a few moans and fall asleep.

But not here.

Not when he reacts the way he does.

‘Ohhhhh gosh. Oh man. That is really. That is. That might make me—’ he blurts out, about thirty seconds into me fucking myself. So I guess what word he wanted to finish on, just like before.

I tell him, ‘Yes, go on, touch yourself, too.’

But he shakes his head in response. ‘I don’t think I need to,’ he says, and I swear I have to stop what I’m doing. I have to still my hand and take deep breaths, because honestly even just the idea of that makes me almost go over.

‘So you’re gonna come just hearing this.’

‘Oh, yeah. Yeah, it feels like I might.’

‘What will make it definite?’

‘Those moans of yours.’

I sight, in delight. ‘You like them, huh.’

‘God, yes. And the way you touch yourself.’

‘How does it sound, baby. Tell me.’

‘Greedy. Like you can’t get enough. Like you want more.’

‘I do want more. I want you to do this to me. I want you fucking into my cunt, with those thick fingers, nice and slow until I come for you, oh god, I’d come so hard for you, Beck,’ I groan, sure that I’m going too far. Being too dirty, as the pleasure coursing through me reaches some inexorable peak.

But the thing is, it’s not the cunt that makes him lose it.

Or the suggestion that I want him inside me.

No – it’s his name. That is the thing that makes him moan, all loud and long and broken. That is what makes him roll his hips over and over, and so insistently that the bed moves with that motion. It rocks me, like he’s not lying over there at all. He’s between my legs, driving me to the same ecstasy he’s currently feeling.

And as soon as I think that – about his big body over mine, spreading me, fucking into me – the pleasure just rolls up through me in a great wave. It heats my belly and blooms in my chest and steals my breath. For a second I can’t even moan, it feels that intense. I just go rigid, teeth clenched, everything building and building to the point where it seems impossible.

I’m going to burst.

I might pass out.

Even though all I’ve done is masturbate, beside a man I shouldn’t even be this attracted to. It’s ridiculous, and yet knowing that it is doesn’t change anything. My whole body still shudders and jerks, I still almost scream against the bars of my teeth, I still spill over my own fingers.

I soak them, in fact. I soak everything. The sheets are wet, I realize, once I start to ease down from whatever that was. The most intense orgasm of your life, my mind informs me. And I try to argue with it, I do.

But there’s just no way to go about it.

I’m still shaking over it ten minutes later. I go to get out of bed to clean myself up, and my legs won’t support me. I have to urge him to go first, and only when he returns – looking like he wants to say something to me but doesn’t know what the saying should be – do I manage.

I dart to the bathroom.

And when I finally come back out, he’s asleep.




Nineteen

Anyone would think I’d feel better after having the most amazing orgasm of my life. But the truth is, I don’t feel better at all. I feel dazed – like I got hit by a sex tornado, and am now stumbling around in the aftermath. It takes me an hour to get ready for the day. I put two wrong socks on, twice. Somehow I forget to brush half my hair, and I get scared looks from Tammy and a disgusted look from Doug when I go downstairs.

And more of them over breakfast.

I make myself two slices of toast lathered with butter and jam, and sit down to eat them. But every time I go to take a bite, some memory from the night before will hit me hard. The sounds he made, the words he used, the darkness enfolding us that meant I had to imagine everything.

That means I’m still imagining now.

I see him arching his back over the pleasure of it, in my mind’s eye.

His legs spread, one hand on himself and the other fisting in the sheets.

How his cock looks; what his expression was like when he came.

And I’m greedy for all of it. I want the actual thing, the real sight of it, I want the same again but with every light in the house on and aimed at him. Yet somehow I don’t think I’m going to get it. Because he breezes into the kitchen looking like he’s just spent the day enduring the opposite of a tornado.

A light breeze is all he’s known.

His hair is the most brushed I’ve seen it in days. He’s freshly shaven, his clothes are all in order. He even whistles a happy tune as he goes about making his breakfast. It’s like he’s exorcised a demon. The demon of being horny for me. And now he’s totally fine. He finishes his food and loads the dishwasher, while I’m still sitting there with my almost untouched toast. Then even worse: he starts coming toward me. He crosses the kitchen, grabbing his satchel on the way and his pass that tells everyone who he is. And I know he’s going to do it.

He’s going to kiss me goodbye.

As if that’s nothing at all to him anymore.

He’s gotten the whole thing out of his system, and can just put his mouth on my mouth without a care in the world. And I just don’t know how to deal with that. He leans down and there’s nothing I can do. I turn my head at the last second, so he hits my cheek. Just this little glancing thing, no big deal.

But even that feels like being burned.

I make a little sound at the contact and have to force myself not to jerk away.

Though Doug clocks it anyway. ‘Oooh, had a little falling-out, have we,’ he chortles, which is good because we’re supposed to be falling out. This isn’t meant to be a great relationship.

It just is, anyway. Or at least it could be, if he wanted more.

So maybe it’s lucky that he doesn’t. Maybe I shouldn’t even ask him how he feels about it all, in the ten emotionally wrought emails I almost send while at a talk by the lake, on characters not understanding their own feelings and expressing what they want poorly.

Some of them direct: If you regret what happened and would prefer it never did again, just say. Some of them less so: Last night was pretty fun. And yet more are just apologies for going too far. I’m more used to someone disturbing me, I write, at one point. I just don’t know what to do with someone I could be disturbing. I don’t know where your line is, and whether I’ve crossed it and you’re just trying to be nice about that now.

But it just seems so ridiculous.

I end up saying something silly and lighthearted instead. You know, just to see if he will be silly and lighthearted back. Just to make sure that we’re still a furry Captain America, and his wholly undignified Hazel.


Dear my mustachioed Steve,

I’m writing this email while pretending I’m taking important notes on a talk I don’t understand. The man giving it is wearing a waistcoat, and just used the word leitmotif. Which I had to look up before I wrote it down and included it here, in this terrified email to you.

Fearfully,

Your unable-to-be-a-writer wife



And then I try to listen to waistcoat, instead of nervously waiting for an answer. He has a pocket watch, I can see. Or maybe even a monocle, if I’m being honest. It kind of genuinely is intimidating, even though I was sure I was just trying to change the subject from disturbing Beck to something safer.

But worse than that: Beck knows it.


Dearest completely-able-to-be-a-writer wife,

First of all, don’t be ridiculous. We both know you know what leitmotif means, and how it’s spelled, and that you didn’t have to look it up at all. You don’t have to pretend to be anything other than clever with me, even when you think that’s not what you’re doing. I bet you thought you were just being funny, which you should know I do like, too. But not enough to make a joke back, instead of telling you that you don’t have to be terrified. Everything is going to be all right.

Sincerely,

Your fake, loving husband



So now I have to look up at the sky, to keep the tears inside my eyes. Instead of reaping the rewards of making everything meaningless. There’s so much meaning there I don’t even know where to begin. He called me clever, and not in an insulting way. He knows all about the games I play. And he didn’t even sign off with something ridiculous. He called himself a loving husband.

With just that one little word between it being real and not.

Fake, I think. This is fake, you’ve got to remember this is all fake, and all he’s doing here is being a very good friend, who can overlook your shenanigans last night and still reassure you into being the person you want to be. Because I know, of course I know, that this is who he is.

But I don’t know if that makes things better or worse.

To be so close to being with someone that brilliant. Yet still so far in a thousand different ways. I mean, it’s not just that we’re incompatible in terms of what he wants from a wife. We’re probably sexually incompatible, too. I’m too much for someone like him, and I know it.

Though at least that has one upside.

It fires my imagination like nothing else. I end up scribbling stories in my notebook for so long I don’t even realize the talk is over, until Meera nudges me. ‘You want to come back to my pod for a coffee?’ she asks, but I can’t.

I’m too deep into this one tale about wanting someone you shouldn’t.

In fact, I’m still into it three hours later when I suddenly notice it’s getting a little chilly. And I sit up and look out over the lake, and see the sun sinking into the trees just beyond it. I’ve spent the whole day listening to talks on writing and actually writing – and all while being all mixed up about these weird new complicated feelings. While fuelled by them, in a way that still has me worked up when I finally walk back to the lodge. I can sense it all, buzzing just beneath my skin. Almost like I’m experiencing some sort of sexual awakening.

He’s the one who knows nothing yet you’re the one learning, my mind whispers.

Then I have to take deep breaths, just to calm myself down.

It doesn’t work, however. I swear my whole body is tingling.

And this is the state I’m in when I get back to the cabin and find Doug, Tammy and Beck all just chilling. With almost no clothes on. In the steamy, bubbling hot tub. ‘Hey, sweetheart, why don’t you join us?’ Doug bellows. So it’s not even like I have a chance to think or duck out or talk to Beck before I end up in another sexually tense situation with him.

I just have to drag myself upstairs and change into the swimming costume I brought. The one that really shows off a lot of cleavage, and quite a bit of butt, in a way that seemed like a fine idea at the time. It seemed like nothing. But now it just looks like I’m trying to seduce him again.

Even though I swear I’m not.

I get into the water super quick. And though I sit next to Beck, I do my best to not look at him directly or touch him when I do. I keep my eyes on less attractive things, like Doug – who already looks like a boiled ham, and is definitely wearing disturbingly small swimming trunks. I make the mistake of glancing down, and see a lot of things I don’t want to through the bubbling water. Before I glance away, and slip into place on the bench that lines the circular tub. Carefully, and in a way that maintains a nice, respectable two-inch gap between my bare arm and Beck’s.

Not that the gap really helps anything.

The air is so heavy and electric between us that it seems like there’s contact anyway. My skin feels licked by it; my body blooms under that sweet sensation. And all while the water caresses the rest of me, and heats anywhere that I’m cool. Pretty soon I’m flushed and over-sensitized, desperate for something more but of course unable to even attempt to ask for it.

They’re currently all chatting calmly about their day. Apparently Doug played basketball on a basketball court somewhere. Tammy went on the lake in a paddleboat I didn’t know existed. And Beck was busy putting out fires that Doug tells him he probably caused somehow. To which Beck says, ‘You’re probably right.’

And he chuckles amiably, on the end. Nothing really – but it makes his body shift just a little. Just enough, and there it is. His arm brushes mine. Softly, barely anything, but I get so much from it. The slick of his skin, a hint of the hair there. Then, oh god, then the almost feverish heat rolling off him . . . 

Like he’s all flushed, too, I think, and jerk away before the thought can ripen into something more. Only it doesn’t make anything better when I do. Now I can feel the lack of touching even more strongly than I did a second ago. The space between us crackles. It sets my teeth on edge.

All I want to do is push against him.

And of course Doug chooses that exact moment to get up, and declares he’s had enough. Then Tammy follows him, giggling, in a way I think means they’re going to do all the things I can’t do currently. I watch them disappear through the glass doors with envy. Followed by a dollop of despair, to see them just flop down on the couch. Now I’ve got to watch them making out.

While knowing they can see everything Beck and I do.

And I don’t think we’re going to do anything normal. I can hear Beck breathing in this shaky, unsettled sort of way. He keeps clearing his throat, like he wants to say something. He needs to say something. But he’s just too unsettled to do it.

So I do it for him.

‘It’s okay, I know I’m freaking you out, just go,’ I say to him. But he just shifts next to me, in this uncomfortable-seeming way. And the throat clearing sounds worse. It makes it hard not to look. Then I do, and wish I hadn’t.

He’s all my dreams and nightmares of what he must have looked like the night before. His hair is thick and glossy and hanging over his face in this rumpled, undone sort of way. Those dark eyes are heavy-lidded, and yet gleam with this frantic sort of light. And he’s actually got his teeth in his lower lip.

He’s biting it.

Like he might let out something terrible if he doesn’t. Which of course only makes me want to encourage him to go ahead. I have to press my own lips together to make sure I don’t. Make fists at my sides so I don’t touch him. Move back to give him space to leave.

But he shakes his head.

‘I can’t,’ he says, in this hoarse, hushed whisper.

As if he’s been superglued to the spot. Or maybe I’m too in the way.

‘So let me just move and you can climb out more easily.’

He shakes his head violently. ‘No, I don’t want that either.’

‘Well, you have to choose one of them.’

‘Are you sure? Because I was thinking I could die of mortification instead.’

‘Over what? Me being a little weird with you? Look, I’m sorry, but—’ I start, but he cuts me off in one big burst. Like his words have been building for the last five minutes, and now can no longer be restrained.

‘Don’t be sorry, that’s not it, I didn’t even notice you were being weird. And you know why I didn’t? Because I made the mistake of watching you drop that towel and climb into this hot tub. And after I did, I had to force myself to not look at you. I swear, I might never look at you again. Because even when you’re fully dressed, you overflowing that bathing suit like a glorious fountain is all I’m ever going to see,’ he gasps out. Then he sags back, like it’s terrible to have said it.

But a relief at the same time.

While I just sit there, trying to process.

‘You think I look like a glorious fountain,’ I say, finally.

Much to his frustration. He actually makes an annoyed sound.

‘Don’t say it again. It’s bad enough I said it the first time.’

‘Dude, there is absolutely nothing bad about that. As you can tell by my gleeful expression right now,’ I say – because I am grinning. I’m trying not to, but it’s impossible when the guy you thought might have resolved all of his desire for you just lost his mind over your hot body.

‘You’re not gonna get me to look by tempting me with supposed happiness.’

‘But surely my face is safe. Pretty certain that doesn’t have any tits on it.’

He glances up to the heavens for help. ‘Oh my goodness, I don’t know whether to laugh or moan over that.’

‘It sounds like you’re doing both.’

‘Because I am. I think I might be hysterical.’

‘You want me to slap you back to being sensible?’

‘I would, but I think even that would be exciting to me. And I need to be much, much less excited than I currently am, if I’m ever going to get out of this tub,’ he says, and when he does he doesn’t exactly look down.

But he does it enough that I get what he means.

And now I have to somehow not look at what is obviously his hard cock.

‘So that’s why you’re stuck. You don’t want me to see what’s going on.’

‘Not just you. Them, too.’

I follow the nod of his head in the direction of the cabin.

And though they’re no longer making out, I can’t say I care.

They seem very far away right now. ‘They’re all the way inside. They won’t see anything,’ I hiss under my breath. But though he actually manages to look at me, he doesn’t seem reassured. He just seems confused, and agonized.

‘People could see this thing from outside Earth’s atmosphere, Haze. If I get up they will probably be up there on the International Space Station, asking NASA if they should be concerned about the enormous obelisk that just heaved into view,’ he says, to which I have to laugh a little.

‘Okay, steady on there, humble bragger.’

‘What’s a humble bragger?’ he asks. Genuinely, I think.

And now I’m very abruptly not laughing at all.

‘Something I’m now realizing you’re not capable of being.’

‘Well, I mean, I could try if it’s something you’d like me to be.’

‘No, actually I think I’d much rather you just be an honest man with a huge dick. Because I mean, that’s what you’re saying, right. That you have an absolutely massive one. Just completely enormous,’ I groan, and I try not to sound awestruck and despairing when I do. But fail, obviously.

And now he’s blushing, fuck.

‘I mean. Well. I’m in proportion,’ he says, after which I think I die a little inside.

‘Yeah, but your proportions are gargantuan, dude. Your hands are bigger than my face. I have to stand on tiptoe to get level with your shoulders. And your shoulders regularly blot out the sun, if I stand too much to the left or right of you.’

‘You make me sound like a monster.’

‘Right. But in the good way.’

He blanches at that.

Makes a noise, like I’m being preposterous.

‘What kind of good way is there to being a giant beast?’

‘The one where you find me stranded on your ice planet, then ravish me.’

‘I’m not going to ravish you like we have some kind of weird mating bond,’ he says, so I go to concede. Yes, it’s true that he isn’t an Ice Planet Barbarian. But then I realize what that means, and glee overtakes me.

‘So you’ve heard about those books, then,’ I say, while trying not to look too mischievous about it. I bite my lip to keep my grin to a minimum. Though of course I know that probably just makes me look worse.

And sure enough, he blushes even more deeply.

‘Don’t say that like I’m going to hang my head in shame about it.’

‘Oh, I didn’t think you would. I just wanted to confirm so I can imagine you reading them, and looking the way you do right now about whatever you find between those pages.’

‘Nothing has ever made me look the way I do now.’

He says the words like he’s rolling his eyes at himself. Like he thinks he seems disgusting for being this way. Even though the very idea that he has never been this bad before – oh, it gets me good. I let out a little sound on hearing it, and almost just reach for him.

But force myself to be reasonable. ‘Yeah, but it’s probably wearing off, with me needling you about things,’ I say, as calmly as possible. And get such an incredulous look in response. Like he can hardly believe I’d entertain such a notion.

‘If anything it’s worse than it was when we started. Much, much worse.’

‘And by that you mean that you’re harder.’

He hesitates. ‘How bad would it be if I said yes?’

‘Not bad at all. The opposite of it, in fact.’

‘Then in that case it feels like I have a bar of molten lava between my legs.’

I keep my eyes on his face when he says that. I hold them there, hard.

Despite the fact that my body really, really doesn’t want me to.

‘You have no idea the effort it’s taking me not to look right now,’ I gasp out.

But all I get is this in response: ‘Probably not as much effort as it’s taking me to stop myself begging you to,’ he says. Voice all low, too. Hoarse and deep, like it comes from his guts. Like he can’t help saying it, and really meaning it.

And god help me, I love that he does.

‘So you want me to ogle you, then. You’re into that.’

‘I’m into everything you do. I told you last night that I was.’

‘Yes, but then this morning you were all okay. Like you were over it.’

He makes a frustrated sound. ‘Because I was trying to seem less sex mad.’

‘I think sex mad is a little strong.’

‘Hazy, I did that. Over you just . . . touching yourself.’

‘Yeah, but that’s awesome. That’s super sexy to me. And even sexier if it didn’t just happen because you’re not used to things happening and got overwhelmed. I mean, if it’s at least partly because of me and how I look—’

He cuts me off before I can go any further.

Hands in the air, expression amazed.

‘Oh my gosh, of course it is. How can you not know it is?’

‘Because you’re not what I’m used to, Beck. Usually men are pretty direct with me. I know what they want. Hell, most of them will flop their cocks out for me before I’ve even said I want to see. Never mind me figuring out if it’s okay to look.’

‘They do what? Oh my stars, someone needs to teach them some manners.’

‘See – you talk about manners. You’re so restrained. So polite.’

‘I wasn’t polite and restrained last night,’ he says, voice half annoyed, half husky.

Like he hates that he was like that. But it turns him on to think about it, all the same.

‘Of course you were. Politeness, contrary to popular belief, doesn’t mean you can’t be filthy at the same time. It doesn’t mean you can’t be horny. It just means you’re careful about doing it. So careful in fact that sometimes I don’t even know what’s going on.’

‘Sorry. Sorry.’

‘Don’t be. It’s confusing, but also at the same time I have to say – much hotter than I could have ever imagined. I mean, when you can’t say the exact words, it just . . . it feels . . . it makes it seem like it’s really naughty. Like everything you want to tell me is almost forbidden, in a way that makes me so hot, oh god, it gets me so wet, I don’t even know if I should tell you how wet it makes me,’ I say, practical about it at first, but singularly unable to maintain that.

Not that he seems to mind.

‘Why not?’ he asks, in that same husky voice.

It’s almost a drawl. I don’t even know how I manage to stay calm.

‘Because I don’t want to, you know, completely ruin you.’

‘Not even if I think being ruined sounds wonderful?’

‘You don’t mean that. You don’t know what you’re saying.’

‘Well, I sure know what you even suggesting that did to me.’

I glance down, then. I can’t help it. This is just all too much to stop me now.

And I can’t regret it once I see him through the water. Because man, it’s even hotter than all this suggestion has built it up to be. He’s so hard I can make out the exact shape of his cock, even through the thick material of his shorts. He’s practically straining against the seams, to the point where the thick ridge around the head is clear. As is the steep curve of it, lengthy enough that I know he wasn’t exaggerating.

Though it’s the heaviness of the thing that really drives that home.

How thick he looks, like something on the verge of bursting.

If you ever fuck, he’s gonna have to oh so slowly work himself into you. He’s gonna have to get his cock all wet first, and then rub and tease until finally you let him ease in, one deliciously heavy inch at a time, my mind kindly informs me.

And I don’t mind admitting: the thought makes me ache.

I squirm against the bench and bite my lip, just imagining it. All of which he obviously sees. ‘Okay, this is seriously never going away now,’ he groans, when he takes in the way I’m behaving. Like a horny slut, desperate to ride that gorgeous thing.

Though I can’t feel ashamed about it. Or even answer as if I am.

‘I mean, I can think of a few ways to make it.’

‘Yeah, I doubt that. Methods to calm things like this down have never really worked for me. My mind snaps back to whatever got me going, like it got snagged on a rubber band. And in this case, the rubber band is right in front of me, looking so completely gorgeous and sexy I don’t know what to say about it.’

‘Say you want me to fix this the other way.’

‘What do you mean the oth—’ he starts to say. So I show him. I reach through the water for that big, thick cock, and the second he realizes he just about chokes on the end of that word he was in the middle of.

And his hand shoots out to grab my wrist before I can.

Though it seems more instinctive than against the idea – as does his tone when he leans in to whisper to me frantically, ‘You can’t. You can’t, they’ll hear me. They’ll see my reaction,’ he says, all longing and resistance. And I can’t help doing my best to lower the latter.

‘So it’s gonna be big, huh. You’re gonna be loud and eager for me.’

‘Good lord, Hazy. I want to be loud and eager over you saying that.’

‘Then just put your hand over your mouth. Like you’re thinking.’

‘It won’t be enough. Not nearly enough,’ he says. But I’m sure he’s worried about nothing. Until I feel that grip on my wrist slacken, and he does as I suggested. He puts his chin in his hand and covers his mouth, and when he does I make just the barest bit of contact. Fingertips only, nothing more than a light graze through the material. In truth I hardly feel anything.

But he does.

He gets that slight touch, and reacts like I squeezed him, skin to skin. Like I licked him, all long and slow and lascivious. His whole body jerks, and stiffens. Those enormous eyes go even bigger, and roll up in his head like he can hardly believe it. And the sound he makes.

His whole hand vibrates under the pressure.

He has to press it tighter to himself, he has to turn it and make a fist, and almost jam it against his lips. Which looks weird, I know. If they see, it’s going to seem very odd. But right now, I can’t make myself care. Watching him lose it is just about the best and sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, and I want more.

I want him to have more.

‘Oh, did that feel good, baby,’ I say.

Just to see if that gets a reaction, too. And it does. He trousers a yes, yes, yes so loud and desperate I hear it even through his clenched fist. Then I get a completely mindless groan when I do it again. With my palm, this time, almost rubbing over that thick shaft. Back and forth, until I can feel him trying not to rut against that delicious contact. His whole body strains with the effort.

But all that does is make me do it more insistently, until he gives in.

He pushes against my working hand, and trembles over the sensation it obviously produces. His eyes sink almost closed, save for two greedy-looking slits, and more sounds leak through. Guttural ones, that get me almost as heated as he seems. My clit swells at the evidence of his excitement; I squeeze my legs together around it and get such a hot, wet rush of pleasure.

It makes me moan, and go to slip inside his shorts. Just to feel him bare, and really give him what he’s bursting for. And oh god, he lets me. I don’t think he’s going to but he does – he just watches me, still from shock and obviously holding his breath.

Then I get to him, I get to him, and he just can’t maintain the fist over his mouth. It collapses until all he has there is the back of his hand, spread sloppily across the bottom half of his face. No pressure at all, in a way that lets out just about every noise. Low groans, when I stroke him nice and slow. Gasps of shock and pleasure, for everything I do that he doesn’t expect. Like the thumb I rub over the slit at the tip, to get a feel of all that pre-come he’s leaking. And the squeeze I give when I roll my hand over the head.

Yeah, he likes that all right.

He bucks for it. Tries to fuck my fist almost.

Though I can tell this isn’t what really gets him off. Because I can feel myself getting all worked up. I know I’m stroking him all eagerly, and making sounds of my own over everything I find. He strains against the circle of my hand – like he’s almost too big to grip like that – and I let out a little whimper. I squeeze harder, just to test him out.

And he knows.

He knows that I’m loving it.

He sees me greedily watching my own hand working his cock, lips parted, tongue touching my upper teeth, face flushed and slack with desire, and he doesn’t hold back. He speaks, loudly, into the night air. ‘Oh, you like that,’ he says. ‘You like it, you like – ohhhhh, gosh, that’s gonna make me come.’ And it’s so good to hear him, so exciting, that I don’t even think twice.

I lean down the second his hips lift above the water, and take the fat head of his cock in my mouth. So when he jolts like he’s been struck and grunts and almost immediately comes, he does it in thick, hot bursts, all over my greedy tongue.




Twenty

I realize my mistake the moment we’re in bed together. And it’s that I just did the hottest, dirtiest thing to a man I’m massively attracted to, in a way that satisfied him. But I’m not satisfied at all. My whole body is buzzing over the way he felt, and how he reacted, and the taste of him, still sweet and hot in my mouth.

And now I’ve got to lie next to his sleeping form, agonized.

Half of me sure, at this point, that I can just ask.

The other half of me still feeling like it’s kind of weird to. I mean, what are we doing here, exactly? Being fuck buddies? Working out some tension? Taking advantage of a strange situation to get some hot sex? You will be doing that last one if you keep persuading him to do this stuff, my brain scolds.

But even that doesn’t really dampen what I’m feeling.

I took a cold shower when I got out of the hot tub, but I can already feel my own wetness again. It’s making my pyjamas all messy – so I pull them away from my body. Or at least, that’s what I intend to do. But somehow I end up cupping myself, just a little. Just to ease the ache, maybe. And that leads to more, and even more after that.

Until finally I feel him tense next to me.

‘Ohhhhh, you’re touching yourself. You’re totally touching yourself,’ he moans. Because of course he wasn’t asleep at all. I’m starting to think he’s never asleep now. He’s just pretending his way through the same agony I’m enduring.

So why not just go ahead, I find myself thinking.

Like an asshole, trying to justify whatever this is to herself. ‘No, I wasn’t. I was just trying to get comfortable,’ I say, in an effort to not be one. But I think he’s got my number by now. Wholesome doesn’t mean he’s not savvy as fuck, I think.

And sure enough:

‘You don’t have to say that. I don’t mind that you are.’

‘Maybe you don’t. But I do.’

He makes a confused sound. ‘Why though?’

‘Because I feel as if I’m taking advantage of you.’

He shifts on the bed, and even though I don’t look I know he’s turning to look over his shoulder at me. I even know why: he thinks what I’m saying is absurd. And now he’s gonna demolish it, quite clearly.

‘But I’m the one who just got something wonderful. While you got nothing at all. Which by any reasonable calculation is the opposite of what you’ve just suggested. In fact, you might even call it ungentlemanly of me, to experience such complete bliss while leaving you hanging,’ he says, most likely because god is not kind.

‘I’m not hanging. I’m fine.’

‘It doesn’t sound like you are.’

‘Because I sighed a little bit?’

‘No. Because you’re so inexplicably wet I can actually hear it, again.’

Fuck, I think. But there’s nothing I can do to get out of it at this point.

I just sigh and spread my hands. ‘It can’t be that inexplicable to you.’

‘To be honest, it always is with you. I’ve no idea why you get so excited over me or anything I do. But especially now, when nothing sexy happened to you at all,’ he says, and sounds genuinely puzzled about it, too.

Because he’s not savvy about everything, I guess.

When it comes to understanding his own hotness, he’s got worms for brains.

‘So you think that looking at me like a horny slut and flashing your big hard dick and then letting me do you until you come in my mouth counts as nothing. That seems unsexy to you. You can’t imagine why that would give anyone the horn,’ I say, a little more aggressively than I intended.

I hear his breath catch in response.

Followed by a long, very still-seeming silence.

In fact I almost apologize, before he kicks back into gear.

‘I don’t know, I think I blacked out after you called me a horny slut,’ he says, all low and hoarse. You know, just to leave no doubt as to how he feels about this. Though as ever, I feel like I’ve got to check in with him.

‘And by that you mean you liked it. You like me talking about you in those terms. It gets you going, when I do. Even though that makes absolutely no sense at all that you would feel that way.’

‘Why doesn’t it?’

‘Because it was a weird thing to call someone so wholesome,’ I say, like it’s just so obvious. Even though it isn’t, even by my own logic. That he then uses against me, to devastating effect.

‘Wasn’t it you who said sweet things can go hand in hand with filthy ones?’

‘I said that you can be polite and still excite someone. This feels different.’

‘But not exactly untrue. In fact not untrue at all.’

‘Beck, you’ve barely kissed anyone. You’re not a slut.’

I roll my eyes on the end of that.

And he chuckles at me. He chuckles.

‘You don’t need experience to be one. You just have to feel this greedy and desperate for it, all the time. And you should know that I do. That just because I seem cheery and nice doesn’t mean I don’t love doing myself. Gosh, I love doing myself. Sometimes I spend all night just making myself come, over and over, and of course it’s worse now that I have you always in my head. Saying dirty things and telling me I’m attractive and touching me and putting your mouth on me – oh, you put your mouth on me. Lord, the word slutty is too tame for what that did to me,’ he says, all in this kind, matter-of-fact, news reporter sort of way.

Yet somehow, that does not lessen the impact of it all.

Because I knew he was horny, of course I knew by now.

But not to that extent. Not to doing-himself-three-times-a-night levels. And plus, he just used the actual words. He didn’t cut himself off, he said them. Like he’s starting to get less restrained. He’s letting himself be a dirty little potty mouth – and worse, I think he did it because he knew what it would do to me.

There’s something about his tone, something teasing.

Something almost expectant.

I swear, it’s all I can do to not just grab him. To speak, instead.

‘Good. Because I want to do it again right now,’ I tell him.

But that just makes the teasing worse.

‘Ohhhhhh and I want you to, I do. Oh gosh, I would do anything to feel that hot, wet mouth all over me again. But the thing is, I really don’t think me getting another turn before you’ve had one would be good manners on my part,’ he says.

Because he’s a little shit.

‘Did you just offer me oral sex via an etiquette lesson?’

‘Well, I mean. Not if that was disgusting of me to do.’

‘It was more the method of suggesting I was shocked at. And the fact that you are a dude who’s bothering to suggest it at all,’ I say, and there’s a silence then. A very pointed silence. Like he’s trying to fathom something unfathomable.

‘And by that you mean they rarely do,’ he says, finally.

At which point I know I should stop.

But it’s hard to be anything but honest with him.

‘Not even rarely. Never. It never happens.’

‘That cannot be true. I refuse to believe it. I do not accept that there are men out there lucky enough to have you next to them ready and eager to have that done to you, and they can’t work up the wherewithal to even suggest it.’

‘Most of them can’t work up the wherewithal to do a lot of things that feel good for me,’ I say, and know I’ve definitely revealed too much now. He’s really not gonna like that, I know, and sure enough he turns fully around to hear this.

Now I can just about see him looking at me all horrified.

‘But I thought you enjoyed having lots of sex. Why are you having it if it’s never fun for you?’ he asks, so innocently confused about it that it kind of breaks my heart. And I have no idea how to answer him.

I just end up blurting out the first thing that comes to mind.

‘Because you always hope it will,’ I say, but of course realize once I have just how sad that is. How meaningless and paltry everything in my love life has been, until right now. Until him and the way he looks at me and the things he says and does. Like right now – his eyes go so soft and wounded-seeming. Like it hurts him, to hear that.

Then they get this determined gleam, and oh god.

I think I’m about to be well and truly fucked here.

Maybe in more ways than one.

‘Well, you don’t have to hope with me,’ he says, in this way-too-firm sort of way. This really good dad energy, I’m going to fix this way, that inexplicably turns me on just as much as how fucking sexy he looks right now. All rumpled and hairy in his good-boy pyjamas, goddamn it. And he’s still talking, too. He’s running away with himself. ‘Because I love seeing you all excited. I love knowing that you are. And the thought of making you feel even better is so hot to me. Especially if I get to do it by licking and kissing between your legs – oh man, I can’t think of anything sweeter than that. I can’t imagine more of a turn-on than making you squirm and moan, and rub against my face, and say my name. Because I think you would, wouldn’t you? If I got it just right?’

Then he looks at me, as if the answer might really be no.

When of course the answer is that just hearing him say all of that got me going. And not just because of his unravelling restraint – no, it’s the fact that me feeling good matters to him. It turns him on to think of me enjoying whatever he does to me. Which sounds like nothing, I know.

But feels like everything.

So much so, in fact, that I am doing something very bad right now.

‘Oh my goodness, are you masturbating again?’ he says, when he realizes.

And I’m too far gone to even deny it. Or stop.

‘I have to. I have to, the things you say just drive me absolutely bananas.’

‘All I did was say what’s true. I want to lick you, all good and long and slow.’

‘Fuck, just don’t – don’t, you’re making me want to say yes.’

‘You say that as though you think I don’t want you to,’ he tells me, and oh god, the way his voice drops when he does. The slight teasing note in it. The way his eyes drop to my still-moving hand, barely obscured by the darkness and the covers.

It makes me rub faster. It makes me buck against my own touch.

And talking sense is getting super hard.

‘No, I know you do, I know, but, Beck, none of this is real. You should be doing all of these almost firsts for you while in the middle of something real. With someone you actually care about,’ I say, but my voice is all half moan.

It doesn’t sound like I mean it.

Plus his expression says it doesn’t even make sense.

‘Hazy, I do care about you.’

‘Oh god, even hearing that does it for me.’

‘Then let me do this. I want to. I want to make you feel as good as you made me – and it doesn’t matter to me how or why or what’s going on between us. I don’t care about firsts, I’m not bothered that this isn’t real. The physical sensations are real. The pleasure is real. The desire is real. What else does there need to be?’ he asks, so sensibly that I go to say yes.

But just before I can, I hear a little voice in my head.

There needs to be more, it says. And it doesn’t mean that there needs to be more for him. It means that there needs to be more for me. Or at least, it means I want more. For the first time in my life, I think, I want more. I want him to know I care, and to be cared for in return, and have all the things I always thought I didn’t need.

Because Mabel was right.

It wasn’t that I didn’t.

It’s that there was nothing there for me to feel it about.

And that’s a bad revelation to have, while lying in bed with my hand between my legs and the man I actually do feel those things for leaning over me. It makes me want to do something weird, like touch his sweet face and kiss his soft mouth and murmur sweet nothings to him.

Even though what we’re talking about is just fucking.

Making each other come our fucking brains out.

Which is exactly what you need to do to get this feeling out of you, I think to myself. Fuck it away. Just give in to mindless, sweaty, heated fucking. And that seems right, that seems sensible. So that’s what I lean into. I talk like I would to anyone I want this bad. ‘Ohhhhh baby, lick, please, lick me, do me right here,’ I say.

Though honestly, I don’t expect him to react the way he does. I think he’ll be tentative, hesitant, just a shape in the darkness slowly moving toward me. And instead he sits up. And he snaps on the bedside light. And yeah, I know that I wanted to see things more clearly the night before.

But that was about me looking at him.

I didn’t really consider that he might want to look at me. And not just for practical reasons, either. The second everything is illuminated, his gaze just wanders all over me. Quickly and frantically, like he’s been waiting a long time to take all of me in, and wants to cram it into his eyes the moment he can.

Which would be enough on its own to tell me he likes what he sees.

But there’s more – and all of it so obvious I don’t even have to ask. I don’t have to wonder, like I do with every other guy. I see him bite his lip over the way my pyjama top has opened a little, to reveal the plush curve of my left breast. And I actually get his eyes stuttering briefly closed when I arch my back, and it makes the stiffness of my nipples super clear.

Then he goes lower, and oh.

Oh god, the sound he makes over what he finds there.

Because I’ve soaked through the silky material there, it seems – and I know how lewd that must look. I can feel it, clinging to the swollen bud of my clit. To my slick folds, and the plush, parted seam of my sex. And he groans to see it, loud and long and deep and dirty.

‘You must be so desperate for some relief,’ he says.

And somehow even that’s sexy. It makes me moan and squirm and want to say weird things, like yes, daddy. Then I’m thankful that all I manage is a breathless please, please, please, while trying to push my pyjamas down. Fumblingly, too eager, I think, but it’s okay.

He helps me.

He tells me, ‘Easy, easy, I’ve got it.’ Like he’s suddenly the confident one, and I’m the inexperienced newbie. Though I think it’s really more that he’s tackling this the way he tackles most things. The way he’s tackled this whole retreat. Very organized, very efficient, very practical about it. Super competent, when it’s something he knows.

Though even when he doesn’t know it, he goes about it the same way.

He gazes at what he’s revealed for a second. Drinking it in, in this slightly overwhelmed sort of way that makes me want to do even dirtier things for him. Then he takes a breath, and assesses. ‘I think direct is probably gonna be too much,’ he says. Like an expert in a different field, trying to work out how to build me an orgasm.

He nods to himself. Murmurs, ‘So maybe something more like this.’ Then he leans down – a little hesitantly, it’s true, but not nearly as much as I imagined – and he just sort of licks around the place I want him most. He makes this slow trail over my bare mound, so soft I barely feel it. And just when I’m thinking that’s not enough, he dips down just a little. He lets that maddening tongue ease into the seam between, parting everything so easily as he goes. Then he just strokes over my now oh-so-sensitive folds in one long, filthy swipe.

But even better – he makes a sound when he gets to the end. ‘Ohhhh yeah,’ he moans, right there, right up against my aching pussy, in a way that heightens the sensation astronomically. It burrs against everything he’s not yet touching, like he has several mouths and they’re all determined to make this blissful.

Though it’s not just the physical part that turns me inside out, of course.

There’s also the thought of him enjoying it that much. God, yeah, that gets me, I know it does. Because it happens again, over everything else he has to say. ‘You taste so good, so lovely, oh, it feels so soft and so much sweeter than I imagined,’ he groans, and I almost come for him right then and there. As if a man wanting me to feel good is my kink, unearthed after all these years of thinking it must be other things.

I was sure it was greasy beards and motorbikes.

But I learn differently here, when he licks in a way that leaves no doubt that he’s telling the truth. This one isn’t for me, it’s for him. And it’s so greedy and lascivious and lewd it makes me buck on the bed. I hear the slick, hungry sound of him doing me like that, and loving it, and I just can’t stay still.

But he even seems to find this delicious. ‘So you enjoy it when I get sloppy,’ he says, in this wondering sort of way. Almost to himself, I think – as if he’s testing things out, and proceeding according to whatever the best results are.

Though I don’t realize how far he’s going to take that, or how inexplicably arousing it is, until he starts getting specific. ‘Do you like something inside you, while someone does you like this?’ he asks. So matter-of-fact about it. So practical.

But god, I can’t even say anything in response.

I just nod, frantically.

Then I watch him watching himself, as he rubs two fingers over everything he’s just stroked over, before slowly easing them down, down, down. Just to tease, at first, just to make these careful circles around the entrance to my cunt. And only after he’s made me rock my hips and moan brokenly does he do it.

He works his fingers into me, all good and easy.

No shoving, no forcing. Just unrelenting gentleness that gets me clutching at the sheets and saying his name. ‘Beck,’ I pant. ‘Please, please.’ But he still doesn’t do more. There’s no touching my now bursting clit. He just works me like that for what feels like forever, eyes all heavy on what he’s doing.

Lost in it now, I suspect.

‘So much easier to tell what you like than I thought. Like when I do this, I can feel you getter slicker. I can feel you tightening around me, like you want to keep me inside you. Is that what you want? You want to keep me there?’ he asks.

But he doesn’t wait for an answer. He just stays right where he is, buried deep in my cunt. And when I whimper and try to get more friction, he does something else. He kind of curls his fingers, it feels like. As if he’s beckoning someone over. Then he rubs, all good and deep and oh, holy fuck. Oh god, oh god. It’s so intense I almost try to get away from him for a second.

But even that he understands, completely. Apparently he’s able to gauge my reactions so well that he gets it was intense pleasure, and not pain. And he laughs. ‘I read about that in a steamy novel. I didn’t think it would work,’ he says, even though it didn’t just work at all. It worked so well I think I’m going to come. Somehow, inexplicably, I’m going to come. He hasn’t so much as grazed my clit, all he’s done is fuck my pussy with two fingers, and I’m super close.

And even more astonishing:

He knows it.

‘Ohhhh, is that gonna get you there? Oh yeah, it is, isn’t it. You’re gonna do it, oh yeah, you’re gonna, here, just let me—’ he starts, and then he finishes by doing it harder. He rubs and rubs at me until that thick coil of pleasure all low in my belly just gives. It unravels, and surges through me, hard enough that it makes the other night look like nothing at all.

This time, I can’t even keep the noise behind my teeth.

It bursts out, loud and big and honestly pretty disgusting. It’s almost a grunt, like a wounded animal. And god, the mess I make. I know I spill all over his hand, I know I do. I feel it, in a way I would be deeply self-conscious about with anyone else. None of this seems particularly pretty of me.

But the thing is, I’m with Beck.

And I know he doesn’t care. In fact he groans himself, to hear it, and to feel it.

Then just in case there was any room for doubt, he licks his now slick fingers. He sucks them, in this completely abandoned sort of way. As if he’s not even aware of me watching him, or doesn’t mind what he looks like to me if I am. He just wants to taste my come, and in a way that says he loves every single second of it.

In fact he loves it so much that he’s currently doing something about it.

He’s touching himself, my mind informs me. Then before I can even imagine it must be wrong, he sits up on his knees, over me. Like he wanted to look at me, as he does it. And he does look, too. His eyes devour every inch of me, so greedily I don’t even think twice about unbuttoning my pyjamas.

Even though usually, I wouldn’t.

I’d pose prettily, in some flattering lingerie. But why do I have to here, when he looks so desperate just at the idea of what I might be doing? I get halfway down and his eyes flash wide, and his breathing quickens, and oh, the way he fucks himself, just for me. The way he rolls his hand over his cock – like he’s trying to relish every second but is too needy to really manage.

It makes me think of what he said, about how much he loves to make himself come. And how much more he obviously enjoys it when someone else is with him, looking the way I do. Breasts bared, legs spread, gaze most likely as heated as his looks. Not even most likely – I know.

Because I’ve never wanted anyone so much in my whole life.

It’s the reason I reach for him. That I tell him, ‘Just tell me what you want, tell me anything, I’ll do anything you want.’ And think nothing of it all when he gasps out, ‘I want to kiss you as I come.’

In fact, that sounds good. It sounds great.

I drag him down to do it immediately.

Then his mouth connects with mine, and I know I’ve made a mistake. Because the kiss isn’t anything like the ones we’ve had before. It’s desperate and intimate and tender and brutal all at the same time, as if somehow this is the end of the world and this one touch is all we have left.

And just as I’m thinking that’s mad, he comes.

And I drown in the sound he makes, when he does.




Twenty-One

It feels like the best thing to do is just not to kiss each other while we do whatever filthy thing we need to. Kissing, I figure, is where we really went wrong. It just feels too affectionate and real, in among getting each other off. And we are really into getting each other off now.

We wake up already rocking against each other, half moaning and murmuring things we shouldn’t be saying. And unlike the night before, there’s very little that’s practical about it.

He’s almost holding me in his arms. One of his hands is deep in my hair.

And I can feel how hard he is. That big dick is all heavy and hot against the sensitive groove between my thigh and my pussy – not quite rubbing there, but not quite not, either. Enough, I think, for me to rub back without feeling bad about it.

Though god, when I do.

It sends a streak of pleasure through me so intense I would think it was an orgasm, if it wasn’t for the ache still in me. How desperate I still feel over the slightest thing. His hand slides down my back and almost cups my ass, and I actually feel my clit pulse and swell.

Then he actually does it, and I can’t help it.

I moan his name, in a way that makes him moan back. It makes him squeeze me there, just a little, and say all hoarse and desperate in my ear, ‘Oh gosh, I’ve wanted to do this since that day at your door, I just wanted to fill my hands with this juicy round peach, and I know that’s bad, I know, I know I shouldn’t—’

So I cut him off with a hand over his mouth.

I have to. Because it doesn’t just make me hot. It starts making me think more. Like he doesn’t just mean that he saw any old hot ass and lost his mind over it. He means he saw me, and wanted me, and always has, and so maybe always could. And that’s bonkers. I need to get it back to all business.

But the problem is: How to do it?

I’ve already banned kissing.

I can’t tell him not to say sexy things to me. Or keep this hand over his mouth all through whatever we’re about to do. Though I have to say, it’s just as hot as watching him do it to himself in the hot tub. His eyes go wide the second I do it, and his whole body tenses.

Then he just kind of melts into it. He dissolves into even more desperate rutting, until I feel pretty sure he might come like this. Every time his cock insinuates itself into that soft groove, he shudders. He groans for me, loud and abandoned enough that I can feel it vibrating through my palm.

Pretty soon he’s more kissing me there than being gagged. His mouth gets all open and wet, and I’m hardly holding on, and so when the words come they’re clear as day. ‘Oh darling, I’m coming, I’m coming, oh god, you make me come so hard,’ he says, and honestly I don’t know what I like best.

The hard, or the coming, or the darling.

Fuck. I think it might be the darling.

In fact I know it is. Because when I collapse back onto the bed, all covered in his come and so horny I could fuck a bus, I don’t feel the way those things should make me. I don’t feel purely about the sex, without a single creeping affectionate feeling. I feel like telling him to call me that again.

And only stop myself by saying the dirtiest thing I can think of.

‘You want to lick this off me?’ I go with. Then just to really drive it home, I swipe two fingers through all the mess he’s made, and slide them into my own mouth. I suck, all rude and greedy, thinking he’s going to blush and balk. Maybe it’ll even ruin the mood. Maybe it’s too much.

But apparently it’s not enough.

Because he lets out a guttural little gasp, horny as I’ve ever heard anyone be, and then he does it. He does it. He leans down and licks his come from my thigh, my belly, that sensitive groove between both. And as he does, he plays with me. He teases my aching pussy with his left hand, as his right pulls me close to his working mouth. Like he’s getting super confident about this now.

He can dig his fingers into my thigh and my ass, just a little. Use it to manoeuvre and manipulate me into exactly where it’s best to be, to get as much of his mouth on me as he can. And when I’m right there, so tight to him it feels like he’s devouring me whole, he strokes over my bursting clit.

Not quite roughly.

But not quite not, either.

Just perfect, absolutely perfect, like last night was a lesson and he’s learned it well. He knows already how to do me, and it pays off in spectacular style. I come before he even tries for it a second time. And I do it hard, too. God, it’s way too intense for what this was.

Barely anything at all, and I’m fisting a hand in his hair and arching right up off the bed. He has to pin me back down, just to get me to fully feel it all. One big hand spread over my hip, the other still between my legs, not stroking now but kind of pressing. Almost hurting, in a way that shouldn’t be good.

But somehow extends my orgasm, to almost obscene levels.

And only when I’m panting and wrung out does he pull back. He sits up, over me. Face a mess, moustache askew. Grinning in this goofy way, already telling me that he learned that from a book, too. Ridiculous, I think, completely ridiculous.

But unfortunately for me, it doesn’t feel it.

It feels like he’s the best thing in the world.

And all I want to do is tell him so.




Twenty-Two

The good thing about my last two failed attempts at not letting hot sex infect me with feelings, is that they both taught me something. I can cross stuff that doesn’t work off my list now. Not kissing makes no difference, and being super filthy doesn’t either. Now it’s just a matter of continuing this process of elimination.

I need to come up with things I can get away with, without feeling like I want to tell him he makes my heart skip a beat, or some other similar cliche that doesn’t actually exist in real life. And I think I have it, once I’m in the library again, away from his hot body and hot face and hot ability to say the gentlest, most soft-boy things and yet still somehow make me lose my mind.

I will just sext all of my desperate need for him out of me.

Or at least, that’s what I tell myself, when he emails me this:


I think I might be addicted to making you come. Either that or I’ve been possessed by some sort of demon, who rules over the part of hell that focuses on being extremely horny. Though maybe that means I should hate horniness?

When I regret to inform you that I do not, not even a little, not even at all.

Yours sincerely, your fake husband, who is very really and actually lusting after you, to the point where he forgot he was supposed to be leading a writing sprint by the lake and had to steal a golf cart to get there in time.



Because what else can I do but reply to it, in kind? I mean, I want to ask him more reasonable things, like where he stole the golf cart from. But when I go to, my fingers just refuse. They type these words instead:


I know I should be trying to cure you of this terrible being-possessed-by-a-horn-demon affliction, but after you made me come so hard I saw God, on more than one occasion, it kind of seems okay to not. I mean, surely that’s the goal of the horny levels of hell – to make you behold the face of the Lord?

Yours sincerely, your fake wife, who is equally and very really lusting after you, to the point where she just wrote a whole short story about fucking a very large and sexy man called Benry Hamuel Seckett, until his eyes roll back in his head.



Though it’s only after I have that I realize what I’ve done. I just focused on the funny and sexy parts. I didn’t think about the story part, until he replies almost immediately.


This Benry fella sounds fascinating. I would love to hear more about him.

Via an attachment, that you could maybe send me, right now.



And then I have to sit back in this creaky seat, and take a breath. Just try to calm myself down, so I don’t do something I regret. Like send an actual editor of whole real books my work, just because he’s kind and funny and makes me believe I can. Because most of the time, I forget that’s what he is. I forget that he’s an important person, who has real power and importance in the world. That he could judge my work unworthy, with actual weight behind it.

And I can’t afford to do that here.

I can’t afford to let him assess my words, while stealthily pretending this is just about sex. Because I know that’s what’s happening, of course I do. It feels like all kinds of things are getting in under the radar, disguised as being really horny. But somehow after a moment of steeling myself, I send it to him anyway. Then I get up, and pace along the balcony of books.

I pick one to flick through, put it back down.

Pick another, and don’t even make it to flicking.

All I do is stand there, staring at it in my hands. Barely sensible of the title, or the author. Convinced, now, that letting an expert in writing read my work was the worst thing I’ve ever done. One time you had sex with a guy in the bathroom of a train to York, got locked in, and had to be led out by the police without your trousers on because somehow in the middle they got flushed down the toilet, my brain reminds me. But my brain is a dipshit.

It knows full well I’m used to things like that.

I’m not used to things like this. Things like this break me out in a cold sweat. They make me want to throw my laptop into the nearest body of water. And I only don’t because I glimpse the subject line of his next email, as I’m in the process of closing things down and getting my things together, for this lake-lobbing excursion.


DO NOT NOW TRY TO PUT ALL YOUR EMAILS IN THE TRASH



Because he knows, of course he does. He doesn’t guess the specifics, but he gets what the urge behind them is. He gets it so much that I sit down too hard into my creaky chair, and click open before I can think another thing about it. Breath held but otherwise pretty okay, as I read what he has to say.


I wanted to only tell you in my reply that you’re too good to be pretending you shouldn’t do this or can’t do it or must only do it secretly in case someone who no longer has any power over you disapproves. But then I got to this part – I say with my pen what I can’t with my body, letting the loops and swirls of every letter lick him in ways I tell myself I don’t want to, waiting for him to waver over words like hot and wet and cunt, always thinking that he won’t, but made desperate by the idea that he might – and I couldn’t think rationally or practically anymore. I couldn’t be an editor, assessing. Your writing is so intense and so visceral, it dragged me to someplace else.

I had to excuse myself, and go back to our bedroom.

And make myself come while pressed against your side of the bed. So I could get the maddening marzipan scent of your hair, while I did it. So I could imagine you with me, doing every dirty thing you detailed in this story. The fingers in his mouth – would you do that while you fucked me? Would you make me suck them, before you stroked your clit? Tell me to take it, to stop when you think I’m going to come, to wait for your say-so?

I can’t decide.

I can no longer tell what’s real and what’s not.

Your wondering husband, waiting with bated breath for you to tell me.



And even though I should hesitate, I don’t.

I write back:


what I’m going to do to you now is real



Then I scramble back to the lodge so fast that I only realize I’ve forgotten half my things, when he asks me where they are. ‘You had a jacket on,’ he says. About ten seconds before I make him forget about anything like that, too.




Twenty-Three

I decide the best thing to do is to try to stick to activities that are not sexual at all. And especially when sex now also seems to lead to even further feelings, up to and including:


	Your dreams are valid.

	Having a supportive partner is amazing and possible.

	It’s okay to be yourself and share that with someone else.



All of which seem a little after-school special for me. I’m not here to grow as a person and fall in love. I’m here to save Beck from disaster, then help him sail off into the sunset with someone who didn’t make him come yesterday afternoon by fucking him somewhere that I’m not sure he was ready to be fucked.

I mean, he called me a sex genius afterwards.

But he’s hardly the best judge of that.

So it’s time to really just rein things in. And I do that by suggesting a lot more Scrabble, on an evening. Even though suggesting a lot more Scrabble on an evening is super hard. He stops me the first time I try by lazing back across the bed, with his arm curled around his head. Thighs lolling apart. Hand actually framing what he’s got, like that demon he talked about really has inhabited his body.

‘Are you sure you want to do that?’ he asks. ‘I thought we could do something else, instead.’ Then it’s hours of me doing incredibly rude things to his cock with my mouth, while he does the same to my pussy. And both of us coming so noisily we actually get Tammy knocking on the door and asking if we’re all right.

Which is how I stay strong the second time I suggest we go down to game night. One day later, and wiser. ‘Look, they know something is off,’ I say to him. ‘We can’t keep loudly fucking each other like we just discovered fucking each other five minutes ago.’

And he sighs. But he puts his trousers back on.

We go downstairs and do normal things, like gather bowls of crisps and dip, and set up the board, and say how our day went. Doug calls this game wet, and says we should play something else. Tammy wonders if we have Hungry Hungry Hippos. Everything is going swimmingly.

Until we start the actual game.

Then it’s just us staring at each other lustily across the board. Not to mention spelling out dirty words. I put down cock so it runs into the word suck, just to make him blush.

And it works.

He flushes and goes all adorably restless-looking. As if something is making sitting just a little bit more uncomfortable – and I have zero problems guessing what that something is. He’s hard, pretty obviously. And I think he gets harder, when I let my finger sink a little farther into my mouth than it really needs to go, after I get a little salsa on it while trying to eat a chip.

Mainly because he mouths the word stop at me.

Though of course I know he doesn’t really mean it. His mouth is quivering at the corners when he does it, like he’s trying to hold back the most mischievous grin. Then he plays his word, with that mischief still lighting his gaze.

And the word is cunt.

So now I’m the one with wide eyes.

I’m the one all flushed and squirming. Much to his glee. Oh, he is the most gleeful I’ve ever seen him. Like he knows he’s getting good at this game now, and wants to show off those skills. All of which I love for him, truly I do. I don’t mean to think too much about him learning those skills with me, and using them to build a dream relationship with someone else.

But I do.

And I know he sees my face fall a little. He gets this little concerned line between his brows, and tries to redo his word. ‘Actually I’ve changed my mind about that,’ he says, but of course I have to stop him. I put my hand over his.

‘No, I like it,’ I tell him, because I don’t want him to think him being this deliciously horny person is a bad thing. But I also can’t really communicate what the problem was. All I can do is squeeze his fingers, which turns into caressing his fingers, and finally it just sort of feels like we’re fondling each other. His thumb strokes over mine; the backs of his fingers trail around and underneath my palm. And I do it back, of course I do. It feels too great to not. It sends tingles up my arm – and not just because it’s sexy.

It’s also because it’s so affectionate.

I’m seriously starting to love affection, from him. And to want to be affectionate back, in whatever clumsy, awkward way I can manage. Though unfortunately for me, I try that for the first time while the worst man in the world is busy watching us.

‘What the hell are you two doing?’ he wants to know.

Even worse, Tammy chimes in. ‘Oh em gee, it’s like you’re newlyweds. Holding hands, staring into each other’s eyes. Doing all those things we heard you doing yesterday,’ she says, in the sweetest and most innocent way. She practically chirps it. Mostly because she has no idea that she’s completely fucking us.

Then Beck just fucks us even harder.

‘We didn’t get up to anything, there was no sex at all, I was just coughing really loudly while trying to move the bed into a better position, and anyway you don’t know anything,’ he storms out, like the guiltiest man to ever live. Even worse – he gets immediately nauseous afterwards. He has to excuse himself while Doug looks on with this smirk on his face. And I want to punch it right off his skull, but I can’t. Because I’ve got to go after my pretend husband.

‘Beck,’ I say, and run to catch him.

I get him, halfway up the stairs.

I grab his arm and I look at him with what I know is some mixture of concern and probable longing. It must be, because he turns, and he sees me, and he just pulls me into his arms. His hand actually goes into my hair; he turns my face up to his. And he kisses me, he kisses me, he kisses me, in a way that reminds me why I banned it.

It leaves me breathless, speechless. It should be illegal for actually nice guys to sweep you into a kiss that passionate, I find myself thinking, because oh, the amount of sense and reason it immediately erases. I don’t think about my careful plans, my elaborately constructed way out of this. There’s no thought about how to resist, or to make it go away. The only thing I want to make go away is the feeling that he soon won’t be mine.

So I just say: ‘Maybe we should go for a drive.’

Then for good measure I slide my hand down his body, until I find something that makes him go up on tiptoe. And I try not to feel bad when he agrees.
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We don’t go far. We can’t really, because a minute into the drive I put my hand between his legs, and he almost careens off the road. Though he doesn’t try to stop what I’m doing. Instead he uses the hand he puts over mine to grind my palm against his hard cock, as he finds us a quiet road to nowhere.

Nothing but trees around us, only empty fields beyond.

Everything dark and quiet and perfect, for something I promise myself isn’t really about sad feelings starting to overwhelm me. This is just seizing the opportunity to have some sex, while it’s still there. And probably it’s not even going to be good sex, either. After all, that’s how it went the last time I did this in a car. It was on the way home from a party. Patrick Holloway pulled over, I said sure, why not. He wanted me to sit on him facing the steering wheel, and somehow I did.

I don’t remember it feeling good.

But almost right away I know it was silly to think it would even be remotely like that, with Beck. ‘Let’s get in the back seat,’ he says. And he does it against the curve of my throat, in between the hottest, sweetest kisses. One hand in my hair, the other unfastening my seat belt for me.

So, you know, it’s not like I can argue.

I just let him open the car door for me, and lead me round to the back, and lay me down on the seats. Because he does actually lay me down, too. He puts his arms around my waist and just sort of lifts me, and then I’m spread underneath him, in this quiet and closed-in space. This space that should be awkward.

But doesn’t feel it.

I don’t know what it feels like, until he speaks.

‘It’s like getting to be the teenager I wasn’t,’ he says – half laughing about it, in this nervous way. Only it isn’t funny at all. It takes hold of my heart instead, and squeezes it. Of course it does – he’s right, and not just about himself.

About me, too.

Fifteen-year-old me, who watched Titanic and thought that was how it was going to be. And instead got whatever mundane garbage reality usually is. Patrick Holloway, Cameron Davies, David Jackson, making it boring, making it bad, making it hurt. And now there’s Henry Samuel Beckett, saying: ‘I’m so glad it’s you I get to be that teenager with.’

So what else can I do but try to move things on to something filthier? If he keeps talking like that I’m going to lose my mind, and do something weird like cry. But I know how to get him to stop.

I start unbuckling his belt.

Quick and eager, in a way that clearly excites him. ‘Oh, you want to—’ he gasps out, eyes stuttering closed, hips already rocking into a touch he’s not yet felt. About a second before I cut him off by licking my palm, all long and lascivious.

Then rubbing it over the length of his bared cock.

Lewdly, like I would with one of those other men, those ones who treated me badly. And I can tell he’s loving it. He ruts into my hand, teeth deep in his lower lip, moaning almost continuously. Gaze caught between my hand as it works that thick, already slick cock, as greedily as possible, and the rest of me, spread out underneath him, looking just as hot.

Because I know I do. My cheeks are flushed, my own eyes heavy with lust, my tongue has curved up over my lip of its own accord. And this top is definitely showing off how turned on I am. Even I can see the tight little points my nipples have become through the material.

So it shouldn’t be a surprise when he bends his head, and licks.

But it is. My hand stutters on his cock, and I let out a little sound that seems so broken I think I expect him to stop. To imagine that it means I don’t like it. Only he doesn’t, of course he doesn’t, because he’s learned enough to know better. He can tell the difference between my pain and my pleasure.

And cares enough to react accordingly.

To tell me, ‘Oh, you want more, sweetheart?’

Then he cups me there, so he can do it again. Only better, slower, more deliberate. He makes a trail with his tongue around that stiff point, until I gasp. Before he just kind of catches it in his mouth. He sucks me, gently, through the material, and even seems to know that this is both too much, and not enough.

I arch my back into it, I make a sound like a scared whimper, and he just starts unbuttoning my top. All the way down, and only pausing to make a thick sound of arousal when he sees I’m not wearing a bra underneath. When he knows I did this for him, all for him, and whatever he wants to do now he’s unearthed it.

Lick and kiss me there, I think.

But it’s more than that. He touches me like he can hardly stand not to. Like I’m the most gorgeous thing in the world. At some point, he practically rubs his face against my bare breasts, mouth all open and hot and wet, one big hand covering whatever he can find, the other between my legs.

And it’s so good I completely forget that I’m supposed to be getting him off, fast. I don’t think about anything except how good this feels, how hot it is, how much it makes me moan and arch my back like I’m begging him for more. Even though begging is a really bad idea, because it makes him speak into the heated air.

‘Do you want me to make love to you?’ he says.

And I know I should say no. I get that I should.

But my heart just gets to my lips before my mind can. It rushes there, pushed by all the things I’ve never had before and longed for in ways I hardly knew could be the case, and then I’m saying it. ‘Yes, yes, oh yes, Beck, please.’ And I can’t even regret it afterwards, because the look on his face, the softness in it, the way he gazes into my eyes, one hand coming up to stroke my cheek—

God, I could really believe he feels it.

That those aren’t just words, he wants this with me. Love, he wants love, not just some quick fuck in a car. Though even if he doesn’t, everything he then does makes it seem close enough. He puts the radio on, so something soft is playing in the background. Turns the internal lights on, so we’re bathed in a romantic glow. And he undresses me, almost completely.

Like all these small things matter.

Because of course they do to him. They’re all the things he’s never had, I think, then don’t know why I feel so intensely wistful about it. Until I remember I’ve never had them either. I don’t know what it is to be cradled, as someone gently eases my underwear over my thighs. Or what it is to feel tender fingers stroking my cunt, and have to grasp that they’re doing so to make sure I’m wet enough, eager enough, ready enough.

Then when he’s not sure I am, he strokes me.

Softly at first, but soon it’s almost too much. It’s just enough. I come like that, in his arms. And it’s only when I do – when I’m moaning against the side of his face and arching into his maddening touch – that he does anything for himself. I get some sense of him going into the mechanics of actually having sex: positioning himself right, positioning me right, condom.

But even that’s somehow sexier and sweeter than it’s ever been. Because I realize, through this fog of pleasure and affection, that he must have gotten them specially. He couldn’t have found them in a cabinet somewhere, or asked someone for some. He wouldn’t be able to manage with whatever that got him.

He did it himself, on purpose, most likely thinking, But if she ever wants to, I should have them. And it feels silly to love that, but I do. My good guy, my practical man, I think. Even if he’s not really mine at all. He never will be mine, not really.

But in that moment I don’t care.

All that matters is how it feels when he tilts my hips up to meet him with one big hand. Then does just what I imagined when I first saw that gorgeous cock. He rubs it all good and slow, through my slick folds. Over and over until I’m rocking against him, and making a noise I don’t think I ever have.

It sounds like keening.

Yet still he doesn’t ease into me.

Even though it must be agony for him, too. More than agony really, because he’s never felt anything like this before. He’s not used to the hot, wet clasp of a pussy, around the most sensitive part of him. It has to be driving him out of his mind – and I can see it is. I can feel him drawn all taut and trembly, breath stuck in his throat, face tight with tension.

But he holds on, all the same.

He waits, and waits, to the point where he barely has to even work his way into me. I just open for him, and he sinks in without even trying. Smooth as silk, and so good it forces a sound of shock out of him. Hell, it forces a sound of shock out of me. As if I’m as much of a virgin as he is.

And in a way I suppose I am.

I’ve never known anything like this. The way it feels to be so cared for, so tightly held, so wanted. It turns me inside out. It stops me even considering that I should be just mindlessly fucking him.

All that matters, in that moment, is making it good for him, too.

And I know how to. I get what he will like, even though I have to fumble toward it, as inexperienced as he was about the physical aspect of this thing. I put my arms around him – awkwardly at first. Then less so, when I feel his reaction to it. He practically purrs, he rubs his cheek against mine.

So I rub back. I nuzzle into him, like an animal seeking warmth. Body no longer just rutting back at his, but rolling up to meet him, delighting in the press of him, always trying to get closer.

And it gets him.

He’s almost constantly shuddering now, movements a little jerky and erratic, expression all wonderment, like he can’t believe this is how making love to someone feels. But the thing is: I don’t think I can believe it either. I thought being more loving would just be better for him.

Yet somehow it’s better for me, too.

It feels like I’m giving more of myself, my real self. Like I’m connecting with something inside me that I’ve pushed down. Something that gets stronger and stronger the more I touch him and hold him and kiss him, god, when I kiss him. It feels so good I think I lose it as badly as I tried so hard not to.

I actually sob with pleasure.

Real tears leak out of my eyes.

I have to turn my face away so he won’t see them and stop what he’s doing.

Because I know he’s loving every second of it, and I don’t want him not to. I want to hold on to him saying my name, over and over, as he comes. And pretend, as he does, that this is just the beginning.

Even though I know it’s the end. I know I can’t ever do this again.

If we do, I’ll tell him what I almost do now:

That I love him, with all of my heart and soul.

I love his beautiful face when he looks down at me through the darkness, all bright with happiness. I love the way he says, ‘Well, I reckon I did okay there.’ Like he has no idea how amazing he is. I love that he tells me thank you, I love that he sees I’m shivering and wraps me up in a blanket, I love that he just lies there like that with me while the music plays and it starts to rain.

No rush. No impatience.

Not even laughter when I put my hand on the steamy window, and leave a print there. Just to have that one last taste of like it is in the movies. Before I have to say, as we drive back to the lodge and the two days we have left:

‘Well, I guess that was a good way to bring this to an end.’

And then I wait, to see if he will disagree.

But of course – he doesn’t.

They never do, when I most want them to.
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I know I made the right decision in the car. Because the simple truth is, he doesn’t seem bothered by the end to whatever this was. In fact, he almost seems cheery about it. Like he’s gotten everything he needs from our fake relationship, and can now sail off into the sunset of some great real relationship, with all his newfound sex and dating knowledge.

And of course the pressure of Doug is now off.

There’s no way for Doug to doubt that we were a real thing. In fact, he not only doesn’t doubt it, he’s actually invested in our upcoming phony divorce. Because during the basketball tournament that Beck has set up for the last day, Doug yells stuff about it. He tries to goad Beck into playing, when Beck insists he just wants to make sure everything runs smoothly. He just wants to stand on the sidelines in his cute shorts, his clipboard in hand, keeping score for the various mini teams who’ve played. Occasionally sitting on the tiered benches that line one side of the court, sometimes chatting with me or Dina about what a great time this has been.

But Doug won’t let him.

So I step in. I tell him to give it a rest.

And Doug says:

‘Why do you care, he’s getting rid of you soon. And who could blame him, considering what a frump you’ve turned into over the last two weeks.’ Which is good, because that means he really believes it. But at the same time, I’m not going to lie. It stings way more than it really should.

For the first time he really gets to me – most likely because it’s a sore spot. Because I’m just kind of newly stumbling into being something like myself, and myself is so often not seen in a good light. I don’t quite yet know how to be fully confident like this, with anyone but Beck.

So I can’t snap back as fast as normal.

I just kind of take a little breath, and stutter to a halt.

But that’s okay. Because Beck doesn’t. In fact, he’s so whip-fast it takes me even more aback than Doug’s insult. I watch him step between me and Doug with eyes that feel suddenly very big. And they get even bigger when I realize he’s put a hand on me. To move me back, behind him.

Like Doug has a knife, and he wants to take it in the gut before I can.

Or at least, that’s what it seems to me. But maybe less like Doug is the one with the knife when Beck speaks. ‘What did you just say to my wife?’ he says, in this voice I’ve never heard before. Honestly, I didn’t even know he had that voice in him. It’s like watching a different sort of demon altogether take over his body, and this one is pissed. It just added seventeen new syllables to the word what, and all of them are furious.

Plus he kind of, I dunno.

Uses his height differently. For the first time I really see how casually he wears it. How he almost obscures it, most of the time, even with people who aren’t that much shorter than him. I mean, I think Doug is over six feet. But suddenly he does not look over six feet.

He looks tiny.

And Beck is some monstrous giant, looming over him.

If he wanted to, I realize, he could just demolish this guy. He could swipe one hand and knock him into next fucking week. But even weirder is this revelation: that Beck fucking knows it. All along, all this time, through every snide comment and bit of bullying, Beck has clearly understood that he could just beat this guy’s ass until he’s nothing but a stain on the pavement.

He just hasn’t wanted to, for himself.

He only wants to now, for someone else.

Like when it was about Nita Sandhu, I think. Like when he defended his coworker, and all this fucking mess started. Only more so, because I think maybe I mean more. And you know, I understand it’s not really wife more. But god, in this moment it feels like it.

My heart starts beating so fast. I can’t even stop him, I’m so awestruck.

Honestly it’s a relief when Doug takes a step back.

‘Hey, easy there, buddy,’ he says. ‘I was just trying to get you to play.’

And Beck seems to relax a little. He nods, like, okay, cool, that makes sense.

‘All right,’ he tells Doug. ‘Maybe we should play then. First to five, how does that sound?’

‘Sounds like bullshit without a bet.’

‘So let’s do one. You tell me what you want.’

‘For you to step aside from this job you don’t deserve.’

No fucking way, I think at Beck. And I go to tell him it, too.

But I’m too late. I’m too late. Beck is already smiling amiably, like it’s no big deal. ‘Sure,’ he says, as if there’s any chance at all that he’s going to avoid that. Or even remotely get close to the stakes he lays down. ‘And if I win, you have to take that Toronto job, so none of us have to ever see you again.’

To which Doug, of course, laughs.

He sticks out his hand. ‘You got a deal, bow-tie,’ he says.

Then they shake, as my stomach sinks into my shoes. Because the thing is, I know Beck will be honourable about this. When he loses, he’s definitely just gonna do it. He will give up something he has earned, to this fucking jackwagon.

And that is awful to me. I watch them stroll over to the court with my hands in my hair and such a tortured look on my face that two people from my group try to get me to sit down on the benches that line the court. Meera fans me with her notepad; Julio tries to get me to have a drink.

I think the drink is bourbon.

But I down it when I hear Beck saying: ‘Okay, so I have to get the ball in this here net thingie.’ Then I have to watch him point to the wrong one. The one directly in front of him, instead of across the court, past Doug. Who is already crouched, waiting, hands out, like he thinks he’s some prime athlete.

‘No, dingus, you gotta get past me,’ he says, and in reply, Beck makes this face, like, oh, right, yeah, so silly of me.

Then instead of turning around to face Doug, he tosses the ball over his shoulder. Casually, barely any effort at all behind it. I swear to god, he doesn’t even look. But we all watch it sail across the court, over Doug’s head, all the same.

Before it lands directly.

Into.

The motherfucking basket.

Just like that. Like it’s nothing.

Though it’s more than that, and I know it. Everyone there knows it, immediately. Because Beck didn’t just make that impossible shot. He knew that he could make it. Somehow he knew. And so much so that he keeps going. ‘That’s one, right. How many more do I need again? No, wait, don’t tell me, I’ll just keep going until someone says I can stop beating your ass through the asphalt,’ he says, and even then I think okay, he’s exaggerating.

But of course I forget that he doesn’t.

Which means I get to watch him spin the fucking ball on his finger, midway through Doug trying to get it off him. Just straight does it, like it’s no problem at all to either keep it there, or dodge a whole man while doing so. Then he tosses it to the other hand when Doug goes the wrong way, and drills right to the basket.

And kind of bats it in there.

Which is hilarious enough on its own. Seriously, everybody is laughing at this point. But it gets even funnier when Beck says: ‘You know what, I’m a sporting man. Why don’t you start with the ball this time, see how that goes?’

Because this time, we all know what’s going to happen.

Only Doug seems to think things are going to turn out well for him. He takes the ball Beck gently tosses him, and goes for it. And I swear, Beck takes it from him so fast, and so stealthily, it’s hard to even see what he does. Blink, and you miss it.

But we all see Beck knock it into his basket, again.

He does it even more casually than the last one.

And now Doug is mad. ‘You fucking cheat,’ he says. As if cheating is even possible. I mean, what does he think is happening here – Beck has flux capacitors in his shoes? He has a sometimes invisible clone of himself playing half the game? No way to tell. But Doug keeps trying to suggest it anyway.

‘When would you even get good at this?’ he asks.

And Beck answers, while taking the basketball off him for the second time.

Before casually making a half-court shot, and catching the rebound.

‘When I was six feet five all through high school and college,’ he says, then he seems to stop and consider. Ball in one hand, waiting to see if Doug will try it again. ‘But you know, it wasn’t really the height that got me and my team a cabinet full of trophies. I mean, anyone can just be tall. No, it was the fact that we worked together. We figured things out, calmly. We were thoughtful about things. Like now, when I’m thinking that you’re so angry you’re going to charge at me, and I’ll see it coming, and just be able to step aside.’

And Doug does just that.

Then Beck steps aside, like he said.

But before he even gets to the basket, the whole bunch of us sitting on these benches goes nuts. It’s like nothing else I’ve ever seen or known. I don’t even know if I’ve ever watched a movie this fucking fun and satisfying. But it happens, and when it does, I can’t help it. I don’t care what I said before or how I felt or anything.

I just run to him, like a cheerleader at the end of the big game against Evil High. And in response, he does the thing. He lifts me into his arms, like he wants that, too. The big ending, the absolute bursting glee, the sense of reality being something better, for once. Something brighter.

Something where they kiss at the end.
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I don’t even wait until we’re all the way into the cabin. I just pin him to the door, and make out with his face so fiercely his eyes widen, and he lets out a little sound of shock. But the shock melts into something more pretty fast. He kind of sinks into a low groan, and sags against me. And when I go to ease up just a little, his mouth follows mine. His hands go to my waist.

Then he pulls me back in, firmly enough that my feet almost leave the floor.

Though it’s the noise he makes then that really gets me. A kind of nonverbal oh, YES, all surprised and delighted. Like he’s happy that we’re not going to stick to never doing this again. Like I was wrong about him not caring. It feels, in this moment, as if he wants to fuck me again as much I want to fuck him.

In fact, there’s almost something relieved about his reaction.

He didn’t agree as much as you thought he did, I think. He was just trying not to be a douchebag about it. And that feels right enough that I don’t hesitate. I start shoving down his shorts, those sexy little shorts – and he helps me, he helps me. More than that, in fact.

He shoves my skirt up.

Tugs my panties down.

Then – oh, then, oh god, then he lifts me right off my feet. I end up clinging to him, back against the door, that big body between my legs. Electrified, when I realize he’s not holding me in both arms. All he needs is one and the bulk of him, to pin me there. While he uses his free hand to fumble out a condom from fuck knows where.

Honestly, I don’t even know how he gets it on.

But he does, because he doesn’t tell me to wait when I take hold of him and just do it. I slide him through my slick slit, until he’s right there, perfect, perfect, perfect. And before I can think about it one second longer, I sink down on him. I swallow him, right down to the root.

Or as close to it as I can get without ending up with him in my guts.

Because god, he feels even bigger like this. He spreads me open; I can hardly clench around him. I try and all I get is the sense of nowhere to go, followed by a flash of pleasure so intense I choke out his name. ‘Oh, this is gonna take nothing at all,’ I tell him, and he seems so happy about this that it only sends me higher.

I drink in the devilish grin on his face, the light in his eyes, and that coil of sensation in my belly tightens. Then again, when he circles his hips. Slowly, slowly, in a way I could mistake for just gentleness.

But I’m pretty sure he knows it’s teasing me, too.

He keeps doing it, until I’m pulling at him and almost rubbing against his body. Frantic for more, and not shy about asking for it. Everything he did on the court and everything he’s doing now – they make it easy to. They make me tell him things I didn’t think I should, that I tried to shut off.

Like, ‘God, you make me feel so good.’

And, ‘Oh, I want to do this forever.’

And to the delight of my fragile, aching heart, he doesn’t turn me away. He doesn’t say there’s not a chance. He says, ‘Me too, oh, me too,’ and I swear I almost sob to hear it. I start thinking I was really wrong, that maybe I was just letting how things usually go rule my head and my heart.

We could really make a go of this, I think, as he finally gives in. He rocks into me, all fast and full of that delicious abandonment. And when he comes he says my name. ‘Hazel,’ he gasps, ‘Hazel.’ So tenderly, so full of passion that I would be a fool to believe he doesn’t care.

He must, I tell myself.

He must.

Though of course as soon as I think this – that’s when it goes wrong. It’s always when it goes wrong. I feel safe and secure in someone, to the point where I can turn my face up to theirs in the aftermath of sex, with all this ridiculous love in my eyes, and answer in a big gush when they say to me that they can’t believe I did that.

‘How could I not when you did something that sexy and amazing, god, you were amazing, oh, I could just be with a man like that forever,’ I let out. And then I get the kick in the teeth. Because as soon as I do, I know that I’ve said the wrong thing. I watch it slowly sink in, and as it does it kind of takes all the gleam out of his eyes. They go sort of dull and faded-seeming, and that smile does the same. It slips down, before disappearing entirely.

But not in a sad way, I don’t think.

More in a resigned-to-the-truth-of-something sort of way. Like for just that ten minutes of heated passion, he forgot that everything I said or suggested before was reasonable. That we’re not compatible, that we aren’t right for each other, that I wouldn’t be good for someone like him.

And he steps back.

He starts straightening his clothes. ‘Well, good thing I’m not that sexy all the time. We’d be in real trouble when it came to being the friends we should just be.’ Then he nods, like all that’s settled, and opens the door to make sure it is. Because once Tammy is inside, babbling that Doug took off, I can’t say anything else.

Though honestly, I’m not sure I would.

Sometimes, loving someone just isn’t enough.




Twenty-Seven

I decide the best thing to do is to get Mabel to come pick me up, when she asks if I need it. Because I mean, I can’t see myself coping well with a five-hour car journey next to the man I love but am not really right for. Five minutes in and I’m going to slip again. He’ll do something nice and I’ll read it as love, and try to convince him of things that aren’t possible. I’ll suggest that we should just be fuck buddies. Or worse: I’ll say that we could probably make it work, somehow. I know I’m not perfect-wife material, I’ll tell him. But I love you and care for you and am sure we would be happy together. I want to be happy with you, Beck. I don’t think friends is all we should be.

Then it’ll be an hour of him awkwardly trying to get out of it.

He’ll probably say something about different paths and journeys and how we need space away from all the hot sex, or something like that. And every word he speaks will just make me die a little more inside. I’m already dying just thinking about it – and so much so that I don’t realize at first that I haven’t seen him all day.

He disappeared after the basketball game, and what we did.

And he hasn’t been back. Like maybe he’s already gone, without even saying goodbye. Something about the whole thing messed him up even more than it messed me up, and that means no more talking at all. No gradual getting over the embarrassment, and being buddies again. No meeting in the hallway for a chat. No Quantum Leap marathons or pasta dinners or me helping him find someone.

Just silence, forever.

Or worse.

Fuck, it feels as if it might be worse.

Like I’ll get home, and find he’s moved out. Left his life, left his job, decided moving back to America is the thing to do. Beating Doug left a bad taste in his mouth. The position seems poisoned to him now. He didn’t mean to defend me, or have sex with me afterwards, and he’s realized it’s all just too much. He’s a better man than that. A better man than someone who would be with me.

Which sounds ridiculous, I know.

But by the time Mabel turns up in her silly old Ford Fiesta, it feels perfectly reasonable. I get in, thinking that’s all settled then, sure that my heart isn’t even a tiny bit breaking. Though maybe it’s breaking more than I think, because apparently she brought Alfie along, too, and the second I glance at him, and he sees my face, he doesn’t say nice to see you, love, like always.

He says: ‘Why the fuck do you look like your dog has died?’ Then sticks his head between the seats – seeing as he’s inexplicably sat in the back – and looks at Mabel. ‘You said this retreat thing would help her blossom or some cobblers like that, why is she making me want to punch whoever’s hurt her?’

So before Mabel can supply the person who did this imaginary hurting, I cut in. ‘Nobody has hurt me,’ I tell him, as I try to nudge him back into his seat. ‘I’ve had a wonderful time. And I have blossomed, or some cobblers like that. Here, look.’

I reach down to the satchel at my feet – Beck’s satchel, because he didn’t ask for it back, of course he didn’t, and I didn’t think, oh god, why didn’t I think – and get out the notebook I’ve filled, the pages and pages I’ve printed out. All of them stories upon stories, and every one as romantic as I’ve never let myself be before.

And though Alfie frowns that angry frown of his, Mabel claps her hands. She laughs, and throws her arms around me. ‘Oh, my sweet one, I knew you could do it. I knew you could get there,’ she says, voice as bright as a button, massive hair all in my face, and me wanting it no other way.

‘Well, you got me most of the way there,’ I tell her.

And only then does she pull away.

‘I don’t think it was me.’

‘Okay, Beck helped, too.’

More than helped, I think. He closed the other half of the wound in me, made by my parents. Now I don’t care at all what anyone might think of who I want to be. I know I can be this. I’m confident in it, instead of rusty and unsure. And I can see Mabel thinks so, too. She’s looking at me in this curious kind of way. Taking in my glasses, and my cardigan. It must be that, I think.

But then she puts a hand over mine.

Over the one that’s clutching all my stories.

‘Darling, I don’t think it was just me and Beck,’ she says. ‘I think you found your own way to the castle, beyond the goblin city. And you did it by letting yourself be open to it. To trusting people, with your whole heart.’

I don’t know what to do once she has finished speaking, however.

My eyes sting. I find myself looking back at Alfie, in the hopes that he’ll be rolling his eyes. But oh god, he isn’t rolling them at all. He’s only bloody tearing up, too. ‘That’s so fucking beautiful,’ he says, as he gets out a goddamn hanky. I could kill the pair of them, I really could.

And especially when they’re both so extremely wrong.

‘I can’t be that open. I’ve made a complete mess of things with Beck,’ I say, in a voice that sounds just a little bit strangled. But all Mabel does is laugh. She laughs at me. Like she thinks I’m bonkers.

‘You can’t possibly still think he’s not interested,’ she says.

‘Of course I do. He accepted the end of whatever we had. Then he left without saying goodbye.’

‘Come on, Haze. You know there’s no way he did. You’re just telling yourself that because you can’t believe someone you trust with your heart might trust you with his. But I’m willing to bet he does.’

God, she sounds so sure, I think.

But what surprises me is how much her surety shakes me. The way it makes me open that door in my head, labelled this is how things really are. Instead of leaving it closed, and thinking only of the way things seem to me. The way they’ve been shaped by all my fears, and everything I’m used to.

‘Can you guys wait a second,’ I say.

But I don’t need to. They’re both already pushing me out of the car. And then I’m running around in a panic, searching for him. I go through the lodge, calling his name. Find his car still out back, but cannot let myself take any real comfort from it. And when I run into a confused Meera, I can’t tell her why I haven’t gone yet after already giving her my goodbyes. I’m too busy asking if she’s seen him. ‘I think I saw him down by the little dock,’ she tells me, then instead of explaining, I run down there.

I spend twenty minutes tramping through the undergrowth, alternating between shouting Beck, and not shouting Beck, in case shouting Beck makes him hide from me. He’s so disturbed by something you did that he’s currently crouched behind some bushes, waiting for you to leave, my mind tells me.

And I’m starting to be able to shake it.

But not entirely.

Because when I see him, he looks like something is very wrong. He’s staring out over the lake, in the scrap of woods by the dock, with this hauntingly wistful expression on his face. As if he’s already dreaming of some other life, away from here, away from London, away from everything.

So now what, I think.

But I don’t know, because I’m not equipped to deal with things like this. I don’t know how to be raw and real with someone, to talk through emotional things. I’m supposed to be cool and poised. Then he turns suddenly, he looks right at me, gaze so tender and caring despite everything I’ve probably put him through, and I realize: I really don’t care if I am, anymore.

Nothing else matters but being who I want to be.

And who I want to be is someone like him.

‘I couldn’t find you. And I just . . . I wanted to see if you were all right,’ I blurt out. Then more tumbles after it, like I’ve pulled some kind of emotional rip cord. ‘I wanted you to know that you can tell me if you’re not, and we can talk about things and make them better. Like, you can tell me things and I’ll try to make them better. You don’t have to leave without saying goodbye.’

But he just frowns.

He gives this little soft laugh.

‘Oh gosh, I wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye,’ he says, in this gentle way. Like he knows I’m all in my feelings, and doesn’t want to just make me feel like a fool about it. Then he seems to hesitate, before finally adding, ‘I just wanted to drag this all out a little longer.’

And the thing is: I think I know what he means.

I feel it so keenly for a second it stops my breath.

But it’s too much of a left turn for me to really believe it. I can’t just believe it. I have to tread carefully, because I’m treading on all my own hopes and dreams. So I say: ‘It is a really nice view. And a lovely place.’

Like the completely ridiculous person I am.

Then I get the first evidence of just how ridiculous that is.

‘Come on. It’s not the place.’

‘Then it’s running the retreat.’

‘That was fun. But no.’

‘So what is it?’

Don’t answer me, the fake me thinks at him.

It’s going to be okay if he does, the real me calmly says.

And the real me is right. The real me is right.

‘Well, when we leave I won’t be your husband anymore,’ he says, in so plain a way I can’t mistake what he means. I don’t mistake it – my heart stops and restarts anew to hear it. It beats like I’ve always wanted it to, with belief in love and sincerity and sweet, happy endings.

Though still, there’s one more thing I have to know.

‘But you said . . .’

‘I said what?’

‘That you thought it was a good idea to stop.’

‘Because it is, when I can’t really be what you want.’

‘I’ve never said that you’re not. I just said that you, that we—’

‘Hazy, it’s okay. You don’t have to explain. I get that you like a different sort of guy. A more assertive, take-charge sort of guy, who has all the experience and worldliness that you need. And frankly, deserve.’

He says the words as if he thinks I already know all of this. Like I’m just going to receive the information on why he reacted the way he did after I banged him up against the door in a calm, reasonable manner. Instead of what I actually do, which is put my head between my knees briefly, as the realization sinks in.

And when I straighten back up again, I say things very loudly.

‘Oh my god. Are you saying this because of my reaction to the game?’ I ask, but he does not say no. He does not say no.

‘Well, I mean, you did seem super happy about how I handled things.’

‘Yeah, but not because you were all aggressive.’

‘So then what made you want me again?’

He looks genuinely puzzled, I think.

Because apparently he’s just as big of a fool as I am.

‘Beck, I never stopped wanting you, never,’ I have to patiently explain to him. Though even as I’m saying it, I’m going over how everything must have looked to his mind. Not like someone waiting for him to argue that we should be together.

More like there was no argument to be had.

He’s not the type to imagine you secretly hope he cares enough to overlook all the ways you aren’t perfect and want him to tell you it will be okay. He’s the type who already doesn’t care that you’re not, who doesn’t even understand that you might not know this, who isn’t interested in playing games and withholding, and just sees things as they appear to be. You said no. He respected that, my mind calmly informs me.

As if my mind was smart all along, and just had to work its way out of ten tons of trauma from a million men who pull this shit all the time. Who make you think you’re not enough, and will only give you the slightest clue that you are when you’ve finally made yourself strong enough to leave.

Whereas with Beck, you don’t have to.

You’re not waiting for crumbs.

He’s already made ten loaves and is just waiting to see if you want them.

Like a really hot Jesus, who doesn’t understand he’s awesome. ‘Of course you stopped. You did it right after we had sex. Which to be clear I don’t blame you for, I wasn’t annoyed by it, I mean, I know full well that I’m probably not nearly the kind of lover you’re used to,’ he says, and he doesn’t even sound crushed about it. He sounds like that makes sense.

So now I’ve got to impress upon him how little sense it makes.

He needs feeding seven thousand bready things, right the fuck now.

‘Yeah, you’re better. Like massively, hugely better. And I’m not even just talking about on a technical-mastery-of-fucking-someone level. I’m not even talking about the fact that you’re so good you made me cry over emotions I didn’t think I could feel in the middle of sex. I am saying just as a human being. I mean, you didn’t do one horrible thing to me. You actually cared that I had a good time. And even when I did have a good time, you worried that I didn’t. And that’s all just so much more amazing than anything I’ve ever had before,’ I tell him. As fiercely as I can manage, while feeling choked up and emotionally thrown.

Yet he still starts shaking his head. He still wrinkles his face up, incredulously. ‘But there must be some men who weren’t so unspeakably awful that I kind of want to murder them right now.’

‘I told you there aren’t. I told you there wasn’t. They were all like that.’

‘Well, maybe they just had certain qualities that you like. And it briefly seemed like I had them. But of course, could never maintain. I don’t like losing my temper or being aggressive like that.’

‘Beck, for god’s sake,’ I burst out, more out of horror that this is what he really thought than anything else. And the need to drill into him the opposite, immediately. ‘It wasn’t temper or aggression that made me want to kiss you and hold you and have you hold me again. I didn’t think wow, what a jackass, and then immediately change my mind and need to fuck you. It was why you did those things that made me need it. That made me so desperate for you that I didn’t care, in that moment, whether things could ever work between us or if we could really be together.’

‘And what was the why, exactly?’

‘Justice, Beck. Your sense of justice. Your sense of what’s fair, so keenly honed it overrides all of your gentleness and amiability and just smashes out of you the second you think someone else has been wronged.’ I take a breath, shake my head. Mostly because I have to somehow put into words that it’s actually more amazing than this, in the worst way. ‘And it is only when someone else is wronged, too. You don’t even register the injustice when it’s you.’

‘I do register it. I just . . . it doesn’t seem as bad, then.’

‘As what? Some insult he aimed at me?’

‘It wasn’t just an insult and you know it, Haze.’

‘That’s hardly the point.’

‘It is to me. He tried to make you feel bad about something precious to you, something you’ve struggled with and frankly heard more than enough horrible things about throughout your life. It wasn’t right that you had to hear it again, just as you’re starting to feel confident and better about who you are inside,’ he says, and I can hear him getting fiercer and fiercer as he does. I can see that same sense of justice bursting out of him, before he even has to think about it.

But it’s not this that takes me out.

It’s realizing just how strongly he understands me.

And then somehow I find myself applying it to everything he did. Everything he said to me, all the way back to the start. All the stuff about wearing my glasses and my flat shoes and writing if I wanted to – it wasn’t about wanting me to seem like his wife. It was because he knew I wanted those things for me.

Somehow he knew.

He knew so much and so well and did it so carefully, that I can’t help it. I sob into my hands. ‘Oh my god,’ I say, from around them. ‘Oh my god. Did you suggest I do all those dorky things because you thought I would like them? Because you thought I wanted to be this way, and I’d be happier if I could just go ahead?’

‘And by that you mean you’re only just guessing that.’

‘Jesus Christ, Beck, of course I am. I thought you were just suggesting ways to be the kind of wife you wanted. I didn’t know that you imagined – that you were thinking about how – that you thought—’

‘That you already are, honey.’

Honey, I think. Already, I think.

Then somehow I’m crying harder. Me, a person who long ago vowed to never cry in front of a man. Just full-on blubbering, to the point where he steps toward me, and gets out a whole handkerchief, and tells me, ‘Don’t be upset.’ As if I could really be anything else in the face of this.

‘How can I not be? I’m standing in front of the first man who’s ever valued me for who I really am. And I have no way to doubt it. No way to wonder about it. I know completely and utterly that you do. God, you do so much that you defended me over it, more than I’ve ever had anyone defend me in my life. No man has ever liked me enough to go to bat for me the way you did,’ I say, as he fusses over my wet face and my wet hands. One hand on my back, rubbing and rubbing. Expression so full of caring and concern I could live in it, forever.

And that’s before he seems to hesitate.

Then finally just goes ahead and says whatever he was keeping in.

‘Honestly I do more than that.’

‘More than what?’

‘Liking. Hazy, I do more than liking. I love who you really are. I love every sign of it I ever saw and all the ways you tried to hide it. I love the softness of you, the sweetness, and the sharp brittle over the top. I love that you doubted when you thought I was a liar and opened up when you realized I wasn’t. I love all of those things, and always have, right the way back to when you opened the door one morning and saw me across the hall, and hid your copy of a book you didn’t want me to see you reading inside your robe,’ he says, and as he does he gets out that little notepad he always keeps in his pocket. The one he writes all his little reminders in, his hints on how to be normal. Then he adds: ‘And just in case you’re still doubting, here’s what I wrote about it, all the way back when.’

And he hands it to me, open to a page somewhere at the beginning.


Under no circumstances should you try to say to your neighbour that whoever she really is seems wonderful, and that she should go ahead and live her best life, because she will guess immediately that what you mean is that your heart longs for a secret twin, to spend the rest of your whole life loving.



Because he’s smart, and I’m not.

He knew then, he knew everything.

And he was just waiting for me to catch up with the story we’re supposed to have. Not pretend, not always getting foiled at the last fucking second. Or me fucking it up. Just love, plain love. Passion. Sincerity. ‘God, that’s so lovely,’ I say, without even trying for caveats or hedging or anything other than my real feelings.

But I still don’t think I’m doing it quite right, because he says:

‘Yeah. I’m always better on the page.’

Which is nonsense, it’s nonsense.

‘I don’t know, Beck. You seem to be doing pretty awesome in person.’

‘Maybe you’ve just made it easier to be. Maybe I can be more me, too.’

‘Honestly I don’t even know what I’ve done to have that happen.’

‘Hazy, honestly. You talk about no man ever defending you before me. Well, who do you think did for me, before you? I didn’t even imagine anyone would ever notice I was suffering, until you did. And so easily, too. Like it took you nothing at all. A couple of glimpses in the hallway and you had it. Then instead of finding my whole situation funny or looking at me with pity or contempt, you seemed to think more of me for it. And hate anyone who didn’t,’ he says, so marvelling about it.

Even though it makes all the sense in the world to me.

I guess I just have to explain to him how it does.

‘Because I don’t like it when people try to crush something good in the world. There’s too little of it as it is. Too much horrible stuff that people could hate instead. Why don’t they just hate that instead?’ I say, even more passionately than I said the other stuff. This one really bursts out of me, and it makes tears come again when it does. I don’t know why it makes tears come when it does.

Though he doesn’t make me feel embarrassed about it.

Because he understands what I don’t. He sees what part of me I’m talking about. ‘Better to make their daughter like them, cruel and shallow and judgemental, than face the fact that their daughter is a better person than they could ever be. Because you know that now, right? That you are,’ he tells me, soft, so tender about it. He strokes my cheek as he does it.

And this time I don’t hide my face when I cry. I tell him – through tears of relief that someone sees, and wants me to be free of it, ‘I’ll accept it if you will.’ Then when he asks what I want him to accept, I tell him that, too. ‘That you’re the best man I’ve ever known, and I love you, I love you, love you. My sweet Sam Beckett, brought to life. Setting everything right that once went wrong.’

Because he has.

He does.

He takes me in his arms. Kisses me, kisses me. And when he pulls away he’s laughing. He looks lighter, like he’s glad he can be himself, too. No more pretending, no more words to hide behind, in his notebook. All out, all here, all in a tumble as he strokes the hair back from my face. ‘I should have known when you said you loved that show, too, that you could never possibly not want to be with a man like me. That you were just afraid of yourself, and what I thought of you. Honestly I think I did know, sometimes. I knew how loved you made me feel, even when it wasn’t supposed to be real,’ he says, so now I’m laughing, too.

‘Well, it is real now. So get ready to feel even more loved than that.’

‘I’ve never been more ready for anything. Feels like I’ve waited my whole life to find this. To find someone who can love me, and let me love them to the ends of the earth in return. To find you, my sweet whatever you want me to call you now.’

You sly thing, I think. Making me admit it.

Though honestly he doesn’t have to make me do anything.

‘I think you know I want you to call me your wife, Beck.’

‘Yeah, I do. But I had to hear you say it.’

‘And what do you say in return?’

He smiles that perfect, sunny smile.

Dimples, moustache quirk, and all.

‘For as long as we both shall live, I do.’




Epilogue

I don’t think he’s expecting anything from me, when he comes in with the tray. He’s just focusing on doing something sweet, and not on the fact that I might want to do something sweet, too, to celebrate being on honeymoon with my husband. So I let him get back into bed, and tuck a napkin into my nightie, while I giggle.

And only then do I reveal what I’ve got.

The newspaper I sneaked from a vendor the night before, as we strolled the streets of New York City. ‘Which section do you want first?’ I ask him. And the look on his face is priceless. I could press it into my soul, and leave an imprint that will always last. My sweet man, my sweet husband, happy because I remembered what he said about all his dreams of being with someone.

Though I don’t think I truly process how good that dream is, until we actually do it together. He hands me politics, I hand him book reviews. He tells me that the new Ishiguro sounds fantastic, and the eight reasons that I’ll definitely love it. And all eight reasons are correct.

Then I tell him about the latest way the world is going to end.

To which he replies that if it’s like the book I’m writing, he doesn’t really care. ‘As long as there’s desperate doomsday sex to be had with the woman I love, I can face anything,’ he adds, as he absentmindedly bites on the incredible toast he made. He always browns it just right, and somehow keeps it warm, and his ratio of butter to bread is immaculate.

His lips are salty and sheened with it when I kiss him.

It tastes so good I don’t stop there. I carry on, until the newspaper he’s still holding in his hand is a crumpled ball in his fist. He hangs on to it, all the way through me finding his hard cock, and stroking him until he’s right on the brink. Teetering there, trying to hold on.

And only then do I stop.

‘Come on,’ I say. ‘I thought you wanted to go antiquing.’

Because the thing is, neither of us particularly like antiquing. We gave each other this little train-ride trip to some quaint little New England town as a nod to the other thing he daydreamed about. We didn’t do it thinking we’d really have a ton of fun. So I think this will be a good way to make it fun.

I want to watch him squirm in his seat as we rattle out of the city on the 10:45 to wherever it is, while I sit there all gleeful. But really I should know that he’s not going to let me get away with that. Not when he can wait until we’re almost late out of the door, then pins me to it.

And pushes my skirt up.

And kneels, so he can bury his face right there. Right between my legs, mouth all hot and hungry, tongue licking in a way that I shouldn’t feel so well through my panties. But somehow he makes sure I do. He rubs into that material, firmly enough that I’m shuddering within seconds, and pushing back against his face, everything forgotten except this and how good it feels.

I don’t even think about the fact that I just teased him and left him hanging.

Until he suddenly stands up. ‘Well,’ he says. ‘I think that should just about put you in the same pickle as me.’ Because he’s a little shit. My little shit, who took everything I thought he was learning so he could be good for someone else, to be the very best for me.

Better than that really.

Because I know he loves it, too. We were already everything we both wanted – from the old shows we watch together as we fall asleep, to the trips we plan with glee, to the stories I leave under his pillow when I’m away from him, to this right now. Getting into the lift and standing next to him, while we try to pretend we’re not dying of lust.

We don’t even make it to the ground floor.

He stops it halfway there, and says, ‘Screw it.’

Then just lifts me into his arms, mouth already on mine. Just like the main character in the book I’m writing does, when he can’t wait a second longer for the woman he loves. Because I know he makes notes on everything I write. And the notes aren’t just things like you’re leaning away from the sincerity, stop being afraid of writing about real feelings. They’re ideas he tucks away, for later. Ways he can surprise and thrill me – and it does, it does.

I moan before he does a single thing.

Then he does a single thing, and I moan louder. I feel his mouth on my throat and his hand tugging my panties down, and I make a sound like I’m drowning. Because I am, I am, I’m drowning in him. In the way his grip feels on my thigh and his dexterity gets me all stripped down, and then, then, then.

I don’t know how he manages what happens then.

All I do know is that he says, ‘I love you, Hazy,’ as I feel every inch of him easing into every inch of me. Slow, at first, like time stops for just that one singular moment of him claiming me. It halts on him staring into my eyes, lust-addled but still seeing me, seeing every part of me, all my hopes and dreams and desperate desires.

And I stare right back, and see all of his.

Sweet, so sweet I sigh his name when he moves at last. ‘Beck,’ I say, and he smiles slow as syrup as he rolls his hips into me. Like he knows exactly what that will do, and it does. That combination of him taking pride in how easily he can undo me, and the pleasure of every place he’s touching me – it just sends me so close to the edge. We’ve barely done anything and I’m already an inch away.

Because that’s how it is with him.

He shows me all the ways that sex can be intensified – not just with what we do, but how we feel. How much I trust him, how much I love him, how much I like every single thing about him. And when he sees those feelings all over my face, it only deepens whatever this pleasure is doing for him.

He tells me so, when he buries his face in my hair.

‘You are my bliss,’ he says. ‘You are my gloriously undignified wife.’

Because I’m everything he never knew he always wanted, and he is everything I never knew I did, too. And together we make something better, oh, it’s the best, the very best, and I know it always will be.
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