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FOREWORD


Dear Reader,

Humour me for a moment, please. Imagine, if you will, that you’re the most beautiful butterfly with gauzy, ethereal wings and the ability to flit through time and space at will.

You can alight where you like and observe the most intimate scenes. You can see things no human can see. You are a far more glamorous, more fabulous, version of a fly on the wall.

Always Alchemy is your magical butterfly experience. Flit. Float. When a scene piques your interest, you’ll linger. When you’re content that the characters you love are happy and well, you’ll move on.

I wanted this book to bring you three kinds of experiences: the big moments (you know, births and marriages—no deaths), the randomly hilarious moments (I have one word for you: calendar), and also the quiet moments.

When I think about the future lives of these wonderful people with whom we’ve all fallen so deeply in love, who feel so real and vibrant to me, I think a lot about the quiet moments. That magical butterfly version of myself, hovering on the periphery of all these lives, year after year, doesn’t just want to see the glory.

She wants to see those times on ordinary days when it’s just her favourite people in a room and the love between them is palpable.

One more thing.

I’ve included all the bonus epilogues in this book. Firstly, these contained my hopes and dreams (and filthy fantasies) for my couples’ futures long before I even conceived of Always Alchemy. It would have felt really odd to rewrite those futures. Secondly, I know from download data that only a small proportion of readers ever sign up for bonus scenes. I hope you enjoy revisiting them in whatever slightly tweaked format I’ve served them up here to fit the cadence of the book.

Finally, thank you from the bottom of my heart for being a part of this journey with us all and for opening your heart to the Alchemy family.

All love,

Elodie xx
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STICK IT IN ME, MISTER


MADDY

I’m going to fucking kill Belle Charlton.

Just breathe, she said. Just breathe through it. It’s beautiful.

Breathe, my arse. She told me my body would, and I quote, open like a lotus flower, when in actual fact I’m only four centimetres dilated and feel like a fucking Venus flytrap clenched around this baby that my husband has put inside my body.

The husband whose skull, now I look at him, seems way too big for any baby version of him to pass successfully through a birth canal.

The husband who I’ll pretend I didn’t beg and beg and beg to put a baby inside me.

Back to my former best friend.

I should have known when she referenced a fucking lotus flower that she was spouting utter bullshit.

Three things are now clear to me:

One. Breathing is for getting through a slow flow, not childbirth.

Two. There is nothing beautiful about this.

Three. In a second, I’m going to cave and scream the place down and demand every single drug this fucking hospital has in its presumably impressive supply. This gas and air shit isn’t cutting it. On the contrary, it’s making me feel super thirsty and super sick. The only advantage, as far as I can see, is the ability to clamp down on the mouthpiece with every ounce of the violence I’d rather divert into biting down onto Zach’s hand.

‘I hate this,’ I pant out. (This is, in fact, a concession. What I really feel like saying is I hate you).

‘I know, baby,’ Zach says, rubbing my back in a way that’s totally ineffectual. ‘You’re doing so well.’

‘No I’m not,’ I groan. ‘Four centimetres. I’ve got ages yet.’

‘Just breath through—’ he begins, before stopping. I assume my facial expression has adequately communicated to him exactly what I think of that idea. ‘I’ll get the midwife,’ he says instead.

‘Wait.’ I can barely get the word out as another massive contraction engulfs me. The way it rises inside my body, gathering mass and consuming me with pain, is the most ominous thing I’ve ever, ever experienced. It’s like watching a scary AF tornado coming towards you, but inside your body. The agony is like nothing I’ve ever, ever known, and it knocks me sideways.

It sounds stupid now, but my entire fear around the pain of labour revolved around the pushing-the-baby-out bit. How sore would my vagina be? What if I tore? What if the baby’s Zach-French-sized head ruined my pretty pussy forever?

I never, ever considered that the painful part comes first. It’s like my body is a giant washing machine, every internal muscle I have roiling as it prepares to eject this human cannonball. The contractions are like every food poisoning cramp and every period pain I’ve ever had, rolled into one and magnified by a million.

It is un-fucking-believable.

I collapse at the end of the contraction. I’m crying. I want off this bed and out of this room now. ‘I want a C-section,’ I weep. ‘I can’t do another one.’

My husband looks grim. Like, worried grim, not angry grim. In this moment, he seems less like a blasé man who’s done this twice before and got the t-shirts and more like a guy who’s already buried one wife and won’t entertain the slightest risk to his other one.

He bangs the bell hard, twice, and then squeezes my hand before releasing it and striding to the door.

‘Hey,’ he shouts in his best don’t fuck with me voice. ‘I want Mrs Readey in here now, and call an anaesthetist, too.’

God, I love it when my husband swings that big dick of his.

I may even let him put it inside me again when all this is done. Even if it probably won’t touch the sides once this baby is done ruining my pelvic floor.

I’m probably being pathetic. Women do this every minute of the day in filthy slums and remote prairies. Here I am, in the private maternity wing of one the most established hospitals in London, and I can’t even suck up a little pain. The only good thing about not being as advanced as I like is that the contractions are still a few minutes apart. Fuck knows how I’ll handle it when they speed up.

My phone, which is lying on the bed, lights up. I’ve been texting the Alchemy girls between contractions, partly to vent at people who actually have vaginas and partly to distract myself.

Before the last one, I sent them a badly spelt rant about how fucking painful this is along with some inarticulate death threats to Belle for mismanaging my expectations.

Aida responded with the following:

There are no heroes here. Get some fucking pain relief and do it now.




I replied:

Trying to hold off. Better if I can do it naturally. I really want this to be a successful birth




Aida has just expressed her view of that particular perspective:

LISTEN TO ME. A successful birth is one where the mother and baby are both healthy. OK? Nothing else. Forget the fucking birthing pool and whale music. If you need pain relief TAKE IT.




God I love her. I lift the phone as Zach comes back around the bed and type out all I can manage.

K xxx




When the anaesthetist finally shows up, I beam at him. He’s the most angelic human being I’ve ever seen. I have never, ever been so happy to see anyone in my entire life. But as he takes out the massive epidural needle and begins to fiddle with it, I eye it warily.

My antenatal teacher’s words play in my mind.

If you’re scared of the needle, you don’t need an epidural badly enough.

Fuck that. If this guy brandished a length of lead piping and told me he was going to jam it into my spine and feed the epidural through that, I’d be on board. As far as I’m concerned, he can do what he likes.

‘I won’t give you a total spinal block,’ he warns as he turns me onto my side. ‘You’ll need some pain to work with, okay?’

You’ll need some pain to work with might be up there with the biggest load of horseshit I’ve ever heard, but whatever.

‘Okay,’ I agree. Stick it in me, mister. Give me everything you’ve got.

Words I may not be saying to my husband for quite some time.
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I cannot with this baby.

He is literally the most beautiful human being I’ve ever seen.

His eyes are enormous, his irises sky blue. He has the softest little tufts of black hair (no paternity test required) and he’s not overcooked or undercooked or… anything. He’s just perfect. I can already tell he’s going to be super smart, and I silently give thanks for the excellent physical and intellectual gene pool I chose in my smoking hot husband.

But the best thing of all is his little mouth. It’s like a tiny rosebud, and I’m obsessed with every little thing he does with it. He’s only a couple of hours old, but I already know his main moves.

There’s the purse of his mouth, unimpressed and thoughtful.

There’s the way he presses his little lips together in a way that I know in a few weeks’ time will turn into a smile, and I also know it’ll slay me when it happens.

But his favourite move right now is the rooting thing, where he opens his mouth like a tiny baby bird, eyes squeezed shut as he searches blindly for his mama’s frankly massive boob. It’s the cutest and cleverest thing ever.

His name is Jonny.

I’ve always hankered after the name Jonny, partly because I had a huge crush on the England rugby star Jonny Wilkinson when I was little—though I didn’t divulge that to Zach. I may be well and truly over my blonde era now, but I still love the name. It’s wholesome but cheeky, and it turns out Zach’s a fan too, though he’s insisting we call him Jonathan on his birth certificate.

I’m not sure how I feel about the name Jonathan. It always feels like it should end in thon, like marathon. Jona-thon. I mean, it’s a totally square name. Perfect for the nerd I’m sure he’ll be, if he takes after his dad (I’ll do my best to temper that with my coolness, but I suspect the French genes are strong. I mean, look at that hair). Anyway, I do take Zach’s point that he needs a barrister name, and that Jonny won’t cut it.

We’ll name him Jonathan, but we’ll call him Jonny, and he will be the most amazing little boy who’s ever lived.

He does the rooting thing again, and I transfer him to my totally engorged boob and manage, after a few flicks, to get my nipple vaguely into his mouth. Fuck, those tiny gums are strong. And I can’t imagine how porno I’ll look when my milk actually comes in properly. I wonder if I’ll even be able to stand up straight.

I look down at him, sucking away, his ridiculously small hand curled into a fist on my boob. His breathing is so regular, his head so downy. I stroke it with the lightest touch and marvel at the fact that a fully fledged human brain lives under this tiny, delicate skull. I know we have a fuck-load of mountains to climb from here, but in this moment of peace, as our little son suckles peacefully and all these fantastic feel-good hormones course through my body, I feel stupendously, gloriously happy.

When I glance up at Zach, he’s watching us with eyes so wet his eyelashes have gone all starry. I smile at him. ‘Hey.’

‘Hey.’ He’s sitting on a plastic chair next to the bed, as close as he can get it to us. His hand strokes my thigh over the thin hospital blanket. There are galaxies full of love in those damp blue eyes.

‘You okay?’ I ask quietly, and he lets out a little laugh.

‘The only person who gets to ask that is me. You’re so incredible.’

I smile smugly. ‘Yes, I am. Obviously. But I know this is a lot for you,’ I add more gently.

His smile grows wider, his eyes wetter. ‘It’s a day I never thought I’d see. It’s—extraordinary. You’re extraordinary. Both of you.’

His praise is a warm glow around my already full heart. I know he was sceptical about knocking me up, but I was confident that his scepticism centred more around my age rather than his desire to expand our little family. Still, his ecstatic reaction to Jonny is more than I could ever have hoped for.

‘I can’t believe I was scared of having a boy,’ I say with a laugh. We didn’t find out the sex of the baby, even though I was dying to at every point. And my God, was it worth the wait. When the consultant told us it was a boy, I was frankly gobsmacked. I don’t know why—I was big at the end. I should have guessed. But because Zach already has two girls, I assumed we’d just keep on making girls.

A flawed assumption, clearly.

‘It’s a step towards evening the scales,’ my husband deadpans.

‘I give it a week before you’ve bought him a tiny England rugby kit.’

‘Cal might have beaten me to it.’ He shifts and pulls his phone out of his pocket. ‘Look.’

Oh my God. Among the flurry of congratulatory messages in the Alchemy boys’ WhatsApp chat is a screenshot of the teeniest, cutest onesie—white, with England’s national rugby team’s red rose in the middle.

‘Okay, that’s very cute,’ I concede.

He puts his phone away and gives me and Jonny a watery smile again. He looks absolutely wrecked, which is not surprising, given we both just pulled an all-nighter.

‘You sure you’re up to seeing the girls?’ he asks.

I’m offended that he’s even asked. ‘Obviously. I wish they’d hurry up, though.’

Ruth, our nanny, is bringing them in after they’ve had breakfast. It’s a Tuesday, but Zach has messaged the school to say they’ll both be in late.

Meeting their baby brother is far more important.
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ZACH

For as long as things have been serious between me and Mads, I’ve felt this odd conflict where I worry simultaneously about having expedited her future by pulling her into instant motherhood at such a tender age but also having robbed her of so many facets of the future she deserves because she’s not with someone who can share all those awe-inspiring firsts with her.

She’s always insisted that this exact situation is what she wants, of course, and my hyper-vigilant observations of her with the girls tell me she derives nothing but pleasure from her relationship with them, so I know I should cut myself some slack.

Still, it’s taken the past nine months and the past twelve hours to fully understand that this experience of love and parenthood and family is far too vast to be curtailed by concepts of limits and firsts.

Watching my wife bear, and grow, and birth our son has been every bit as new and awe-inspiring as those firsts were with Claire.

Standing by as our obstetrician laid him in Maddy’s arms? Best thing I’ve ever, ever seen.

And witnessing this first meeting between our daughters and their baby brother?

I’m a fucking mess.

Stella was three when Nance was born. We have tonnes of footage of that day—it was all super cute—but she wasn’t far off being a baby herself.

This is totally different.

Now, Nancy’s ten, and Stella turns thirteen in a month or two. My daughters will, I hope, remember the day they met their brother for a long, long time. The past nine months have been a family celebration. The girls have embraced every ultrasound photo. Maddy’s done a fantastic job of including them in the preparations for Jonny’s arrival, from allowing them to rub anti-stretch-mark butter into her bump to consulting them on the decor for a tasteful, gender-neutral nursery.

She even brought them along to a couple of our later obstetric appointments, once we were comfortable everything was progressing well.

Now, I sit in my chair and watch as the girls flank Mads on the bed. She has her knees up, Jonny swaddled and propped in the ridge between her legs as they coo over him.

There are ends, and there are beginnings, and, although Stella and Nancy have experienced new beginnings in some form with my marriage to Mads, Jonny’s arrival into the world is the best possible proof I can give to our daughters that life is indeed a circle and not just a dead end.

I have no intention whatsoever of connecting the following dots for the girls, but it blows my mind that new life has come from the ashes of Claire’s life. That she had to die for Jonny to exist. I can’t fathom it, and I don’t want to. It’s a binary whose truth makes me uncomfortable, when I want only to celebrate today. To give thanks for the amazing humans in my life. For the palpable joy, the hope, that exists today, in this pleasant, sunny room.

One of the midwives, Susan, comes in to check on us. She’s in her fifties, with a briskly warm energy that reminds me of our nanny, Ruth. She’s been on duty since we left the labour room this morning, and she’s doing a great job of providing endless cups of tea for us. (Maddy declared earlier that her first cup of tea after giving birth was the best thing she’d ever tasted in her life, a fact I don’t doubt.)

‘How are we all doing?’ Susan asks cheerily. ‘Ooh, you must be Jonny’s big sisters! Isn’t he a lucky boy?’

Maddy gives her a huge grin. I suspect her warmth towards Susan is a combination of feel-good hormones and that natural human instinct to gravitate towards people who seem to know what they’re doing in situations when you yourself feel like you’ve entered a parallel universe.

‘Indeed he is,’ she says. ‘This is Stella and Nancy, and they’ve come to meet their baby brother.’

Susan beams. ‘Isn’t that lovely? Stella and Nancy—what beautiful names. Are there any biscuit-eaters among you?’

Nancy opens her mouth to deliver a vehement affirmative, but she’s interrupted by a shrill, tinny ringtone coming from the depths of Susan’s apron.

Holy fucking shit.

The tune?

I Want it That Way by The Backstreet Boys.
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TEA AND TRUTHBOMBS


BELLE

When Rosalie was born four months ago, Aida sent me a card in which she had written the following:

The days are long, but the years are short. Enjoy your newborn baby. X

At the time, I suspected that this was a card only a mother would or could pick out.

Now I know it to be true.

I’m not sure I’ve ever felt a sentiment so deeply, not sure anything has ever felt more perfectly, irrefutably bittersweet than this conflict. It carves itself onto my heart and alters my DNA: this constant, low-level panic that, while I’m celebrating and obsessing over every tiny milestone Rosalie gives us—and, admittedly, wishing away some of the harder days—every second with her is time we’ll never get back, as lost forever as that old cliché of sand slipping through our fingers.

There are days when I think bedtime—hers and ours—will never come.

There are nights when I’ve been desperate, feral, to see the dawn break. (Next time, there’s no way I’m having a winter baby.)

And still, as Maddy and I line Rosalie up on the sofa next to two-day-old Jonny, I see how vastly my sweet girl has grown. I have a horrible reference point: Jonny is how a new baby looks, and at sixteen weeks old, that’s no longer Rosalie. She’s double his size.

My best friend’s perfect, brand-new baby boy is effectively holding up a mirror to precious days and weeks that have slipped away forever.

I swear, I feel Aida’s advice in my very bones today. It’s a clawing sense of panic, a weird grief that every new day and every fresh skill my incredible little daughter learns comes at the expense of something lost.

I suspect that if I confessed as much to anyone who has kids, they’d laugh sympathetically and shrug and say, Welcome to parenthood.

Despite all this, it’s a happy day, too. The happiest. Because I’m hanging at my friend’s house, my best friend since I was eleven, and we’ve done this a million times in the past, but now we both have doting husbands and, in Maddy’s case, lovely stepdaughters, and tiny, precious babies, and that’s really incredible, when you think about it.

We both snap some pictures with our phones, because these two are ridiculously sweet. Rosalie is alert, gazing around the room with her huge eyes that have, over the past fortnight, begun to shift from blue to that green-hazel-gold mix that Dex and I both inherited from Mum. Jonny is still asleep, swaddled like a tiny dark-haired burrito, his rosebud mouth doing that little pursing thing that makes me glad I’m wearing breast pads, even though he’s not my baby.

‘I can’t wait till he can smile,’ Mads says, picking him up carefully and depositing him in his rocking crib in the middle of the den. As she does, Norm, her family’s lovely black Lab, trots over and lies down right beside the crib, his glossy black head on his paws.

He’s been following the baby around since I’ve been here and, according to Maddy, he’s been like this since they brought Jonny home from the hospital. Zach, who’s outside playing footie in the garden with Rafe and the girls, has called for him a couple of times, but Norm’s just raised his head briefly before settling back down again in his position next to the baby.

Zach’s often joked that he’s a useless guard dog, but he may have to eat his words now.

It’s possibly the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen.

Maddy squats on the carpet so she can rub Norm’s ears.

‘Don’t wish the days away,’ I tell her now, taking a seat on the sofa and settling Rosalie on my lap so she’s facing the others. ‘Look at how big this one looks compared to Jonny. I feel like crying.’

‘I suppose you’re right.’ She blows out a breath. ‘Please tell me it stops being quite so scary, though.’

‘It gets less and less scary,’ I say carefully, ‘but it’s gradual. Just give yourself some grace, okay? Between the hormones and the lack of sleep and not actually knowing how to do the simplest things—oh, and trying to keep them alive, it’s a lot. Just do what you need to do to get by, and take help from everyone you can, okay?’

I may have found labour easier than I expected—all the hypnobirthing prep I did really came into its own during the birth—but I can’t say the past four months have been a walk in the park. More like the most terrifying time of my life. The enormity of having the world’s most perfect baby and being responsible for keeping her alive has been a dark burden, colouring every moment of my days and nights for the first few weeks. It’s lifting, slowly but surely, and I’m beginning to breathe again.

Which is why I’ve given Maddy the best gift I could think of to give her—I’ve passed on our amazing maternity nurse, Josie, to Mads and Zach. Now that Rosalie is sleeping through the night and I’m more myself, I feel brave enough to forge ahead without her, and I hope and pray she’ll make Maddy’s experience of new motherhood even richer. Both of our mums may be hands-on, but it’s been decades since they cared for us as babies, and nothing beats a compassionate, competent professional.

I was seriously dubious about getting help. It felt like I was leaning away from parenting. But, four months on, I can admit that Josie helped me to lean in. She taught me so many things that would have taken me hours and days of tears and sweat to figure out on my own. She diagnosed Rosalie’s silent reflux within a couple of weeks and saved all three of us heartache.

Above all, she allowed Rafe and me to take the time to fall in love with our daughter without being pulled too far under by the terrifying weight of new, unfamiliar responsibilities.

We’re contentedly silent for a moment, Maddy petting Norm, and me holding Rosalie upright on my lap, and Jonny sleeping that independent, oblivious sleep of newborns that makes every new mother wonder how they can actually keep themself alive, all on their own, in their crib. Maddy’s mum, Verity, enters from the kitchen, where she’s been brewing us a herbal tea infusion, singing Who’s Afraid of Little Old Me?

‘Still holding off on baptising her?’ Verity asks me wryly, breaking off from her song to nod at Rosalie.

I bark out a laugh. ‘God, yeah. You too, Mads?’

She grimaces. ‘Yep. Loyola and St Cecilia’s didn’t do a great job with any of us, did they?’ she says, referencing the schools we and our husbands went to.

‘I thought Zach might want that friend of his—the priest—to baptise him.’

‘Nah. It’s not about Fr John, however lovely he is. It’s about starting Jonny off with a blank slate, so he can choose whatever belief system he wants later.’

‘That’s ironic,’ I muse, ‘given that’s exactly what baptism is supposed to provide—a clean slate, I mean.’

Verity laughs. To this tired new mama, she looks even more incredible than usual. Her rich auburn hair is perfectly styled in beachy waves, and her makeup is immaculate. ‘Right? I mean, one look at these two little monkeys and you can tell they’re just riddled with Original Sin.’

‘Naughtiest babies ever.’ I bend my head so I can brush my lips over Rosalie’s temple. The scent of her skin is still the most miraculous thing in the world to me.

‘Yeah. I think we’ll take our chances with Jonny’s eternal soul.’ Maddy pauses. ‘Have you spoken to your dad about it at all?’

‘Nope.’ I pop the P before kissing Rosalie again. I have one hand splayed across her tiny torso and the other held out in front of her so she can wrap her tiny fingers around one of mine. I love her little hands. They’re so chubby and soft and perfect, with those delicious rings of fat around her wrists and their tiny shell-like nails.

‘It’s all hovering there in the awkward depths of Things We Don’t Discuss,’ I continue. ‘I don’t know if it’s just me, but I swear I can feel it hanging in the air every time I see him. I’m actually staggered he hasn’t brought it up.’

‘Did your mum say something to him?’ Maddy wants to know.

‘She told me she warned him not to go there, that my parenting choices are not his jurisdiction. She’s been reading that Brené Brown book you gave her, Verity.’

Maddy grins. She looks thrilled. ‘Ugh, that’s so good. I’m so happy you guys are finally proper friends.’

Not going to lie: it was tough for me growing up to know that my parents barely tolerated Verity and Maddy’s stepdad, Justin. Not only has Verity always been incredibly kind to me, but she’s one of the most well-adjusted people I know.

With hindsight, it was that very issue that had Dad judging her vociferously at every opportunity and Mum running for the hills. A woman who was unhappy with the terms of her marriage and walked out, choosing a man who saw her properly and supported her? Dangerous, powerful stuff indeed.

Over the past couple of years, though, Mum has actually sought Verity out. I made her watch a few of Verity’s Instagram reels after I had that massive showdown with Dad over choosing my own belief system, when she was finally in a place to absorb Verity’s wisdom and advice. By the time Dex came out to my parents, Mum was stronger, more open, in her heart than I’d ever seen her, and she and Verity are firm friends now.

They may or may not have cemented that friendship by getting absolutely hammered together at our wedding in France. The one Dad refused to attend on the grounds of it not being a union in the eyes of God. The one where Mum gave me away.

Verity smiles serenely as she pours our tea into three pretty double-walled glasses. I note with delight that she’s cut thick slices of the banana bread I brought over and slathered them with yellow butter, too. I swear, my breast milk is eighty percent banana bread and twenty percent butter at the moment.

‘Lauren is a very special woman, and honestly, I have a huge amount of respect for her. For her to have gathered the courage to find her voice again from within the confines of such a patriarchal relationship is no mean feat. I’m delighted she’s devouring Brené. I bought her Untamed, too.’

‘Thank you,’ I tell Verity. ‘Honestly.’

‘Ben must be feeling very much out in the cold, these days,’ Verity muses.

I give her a watery grin. ‘Better than burning in hellfire with the rest of us, eh? I know it hurts him, but it hurts him more that we don’t have God on our side, I think.’

‘Not your problem, remember?’ Maddy says sternly.

I sigh. ‘I know, but…’ I tail off.

Verity approaches, arms outstretched. ‘How about I cuddle this little princess while you drink your tea?’ She picks Rosalie up gently and puts her on her hip. ‘Look at you,’ she coos. ‘I can tell you’re going to be a strong, incredible woman, just like your mother and your grandmother.’ She turns back to me. ‘You were saying?’

‘Nothing, really. I just get sad, knowing how much us not baptising Rosalie must kill Dad. I get it—it’s our decision, and only ours. But he genuinely believes that if she dies without being baptised, she’ll go to Limbo, and that’s so horrific for him to have to bear.’

Maddy snorts. ‘Jesus Christ. We’re not still supposed to believe that, are we?’

‘Well, some people, like Dad, still hold very fast on that front,’ I tell her.

‘I get it, sweetie,’ Verity says to me, shooting Mads a disapproving look over Rosalie’s head. ‘It’s perfectly all right for you to hold compassion for your father, but you need to remember you’re not responsible for his beliefs or his feelings. I’m sure it’s a difficult conflict, and I’m sure he’s praying for Rosalie, but you can’t take responsibility for any of this. I know you know this.’

I groan as I drop to the carpet and walk over on my knees to the coffee table. The tea smells amazing—soothing and fragrant. I think Verity must have put cardamom in it. And that banana bread is definitely winking at me. I take a slice.

‘I do,’ I admit. ‘I just—I hate the idea that he’s putting in all this extra time praying for something that’s totally unnecessary.’

‘Want to take this one, Mum?’ Maddy suggests, eyebrow arched. She scoops a doorstep of banana bread off the plate.

‘Firstly,’ Verity says gently, stroking Rosalie’s back, ‘who’s to say it’s unnecessary? I mean, I’m pretty fucking sure it is, but I have no proof that our truth is right and not Ben’s.

‘Secondly, his actions aren’t your responsibility, sweetie. I’ll keep on saying it until that sinks in. Of course it’s awful to watch someone you love hurting. But Ben’s particular form of faith has him viewing the world as a dangerous, evil place, and praying is his form of control as much as it’s his form of meditation. It allows him to feel like he has some agency, and I’d put money on it being the only time he feels truly at peace.

‘So let him have it. If you’d moulded your actions to his beliefs, you wouldn’t be sitting here with an adoring husband and a beautiful baby girl. Your responsibility is to be in your truth and to think and act in whatever way you’d like to model for this young lady as she grows up. I can just tell she’s going to be the wisest of us all. Yes?’

‘Yeah.’ I blow out a breath and take a huge bite of my banana bread as I nod my thanks. I know Verity’s right. I can’t control everyone around me. Unlike the behaviour my dad modelled for us, I have to respect everyone else’s right to their own life view as much as their right to act in accordance with that life view.

Simply put, I have to let it go, stop feeling this obligation to assuage my father’s conflicts, and prioritise Rafe and Rosalie.

‘Oi,’ Maddy protests. ‘What about my perfect son?’ She gets to her feet, the hand holding the banana bread held aloft, and gazes adoringly into the crib at her beautiful baby boy.

‘He is perfect,’ Verity says dreamily, ‘and I’d like to see him try to be anything other than the most evolved male with you, me and those two gorgeous sisters of his filling his brain.’
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CLEAR YOUR MIND


NAT

‘So tense,’ Adam murmurs in my ear as he massages my bare shoulders.

I smile tightly and force myself to focus on the perfect pleasure of his touch. We’ve just left Darcy, Max and Dex at the Alchemy bar and come through to The Playroom to kick our evening up a notch. Now he stands behind me, his body heat radiating against my back, and my own tired body just wants to collapse against him, let him take care of me.

It’s hard, though, because my crazy brain is refusing to cooperate. Usually, I love my insane levels of motivation. I applaud them. But I’m exhausted, and I wish to God there was a switch I could flip and turn the relentless internal monologue right off.

Next door, while Max told some highly amusing story with his usual storytelling aplomb and acerbic wit, I zoned out completely. While I was stroking Adam’s thigh and laughing along with the others, I was actually cataloguing the celebrities attending Gossamer’s official launch next week, mentally listing those who’ve requested a dress, those who’ve been fitted, and those we’re still chasing.

The past two months have been a whirlwind of excitement and adrenaline and a learning curve so steep it may as well have been a vertical climbing wall with no footholds. My incredible boyfriend-slash-brand-new-investor has been as good as his word, moving me into his palatial home between Christmas and New Year’s and forcing me to relinquish every part of my job that’s “below my pay grade” (his words).

That’s a lot of tasks, it turns out. And I’m relieved beyond belief that he’s taken that stance. I’m a grafter, and my instinct is to get stuck into the hard work, like packing up our hundreds of paper patterns and orchestrating the physical move to Wright’s headquarters in Victoria.

But no. Adam has insisted that that shit isn’t a good use of my time, and he’s right, of course. Even before his investment in Gossamer was completed, he had his central HR function send me a pile of CVs, because one of our first priorities is increasing our team. For good measure, he’s had employees from other brands within the Wright ecosystem get stuck in and help Gail, Evan and Carrie with the logistical side of things.

Instead, I’ve found myself in meeting after meeting, and I’ve bloody loved it. My brain hasn’t stopped spinning for a good ten weeks now, but in a really great way. Adam wants me working on my business, not in my business, as much as possible, so I’ve met with PR companies and branding experts and artistic directors and management consultants. Neither has he wasted any time getting me in front of Omar Vega and his production team to collaborate on a concrete sustainability plan for that brand.

The sheer volume of incredible information available to me has me drunk on dopamine. Every neuron in my brain is firing on all cylinders twenty-four-seven, and I’m finding it impossible to turn off the switch. To know when enough is enough. The past few weeks, our evenings have consisted of shop talk over supper at the kitchen island or in front of the fire in the library, a warm bath or a handful of orgasms our preferred way to decompress before bed.

But Adam has quite rightly pointed out that running our businesses together requires not only serious boundaries but serious, intentional preservation of our non-work time. Otherwise, we could both quite easily do nothing but work.

This evening is an intervention of sorts. I’ve told myself I won’t relax until next week’s huge launch party is out of the way, but I’m self-aware enough to know I’ll hurtle straight onto the next challenge without pausing for breath. Tonight, we’ve come to Alchemy to see our friends and to spend intimate, important time together away from the constant bewitchment of our laptops.

When Adam Wright tells you he has a sure-fire way to clear your mind, you’d damn well better believe him.
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I feel instantly more settled when he closes the door to the private room behind us.

Room Eight.

The room where he first seduced me. Where I pretended to hate every second, when really, I was a quivering, needy mess at his hands.

He always requests this room.

My boyfriend is a true romantic.

I tell myself that, anyhow, as I gaze up into those eyes of his, the black pit of his pupils swallowing up those pale blue rings. He’s already shifted into Spanky Dom mode, and suddenly the prospect of emptying my head of its to-do list and putting my body and soul into his hands feels easy. Logical.

There’s breath work, and yoga, and meditation—and there’s Adam.

He looks so damn gorgeous tonight, as always. So tall. So commanding. He’s in a black fitted shirt, top two buttons undone, sleeves rolled neatly to mid-forearm. It’s tucked neatly into his custom Tom Ford trousers, showcasing the enviable flatness of his stomach. The brushed silver buckle of his belt glints subtly, and let me tell you that his arse is a thing of such beauty in these trousers that I half wish I could compose a song to immortalise it.

He’s a walking men’s fragrance campaign, but it’s his face that gets me. Always his face. The sensitive mouth. The pale eyes. The look in those eyes as he surveys me, like he’s wondering idly what to do with me—to me, first. Boy, do I want to feel that immaculate beard scratch softly against my most sensitive body parts. I want it roughing up my nipples, abrading my pussy.

I smirk.

‘What?’ he asks softly, sliding his hand around my neck. My hair is up tonight in one of the sleek ponytails he loves. I’ve tied a black velvet ribbon around the top for a girlishly chic touch.

I shake my head. ‘Just remembering that first time in here.’

His mouth twists as his eyes soften. ‘Hard to forget.’

‘Mmm-hmm.’ I hook a coquettish finger into his waistband.

‘Let’s hope you’re a little more compliant this time, eh?’

‘I think you’ll find me very compliant tonight,’ I purr. He grins wolfishly as the hand on my neck slides upwards to grab my ponytail.

‘This ribbon is very sweet. So innocent. Makes me want to come all over your face. I’ve been fantasising about it all evening.’

My jaw drops open before I spit out a shocked laugh. ‘Oh my God. I feel quite violated. But knock yourself out.’

‘Remember you told me I couldn’t come on your face or in your hair?’ he murmurs, eyes narrowed. ‘Well, I’m not sure you’re going to be in a position to refuse me tonight.’

My pulse quickens at the thought of him overpowering me. ‘Is that so?’

‘Yeah.’ He twists my ponytail more tightly around his fist. ‘Now, let me help you out of this dress, sweetheart. I’m going to need you very, very naked for the next part.’

‘On one condition.’ I may as well voice my wishes while I still have my autonomy. ‘I want you naked, too.’

‘Why?’ he asks with a grin.

I raise my eyebrows. Is he serious? ‘Because I can.’

‘That seems fair,’ he murmurs, tugging my head to one side with the hand fisted in my ponytail so he can drop kisses along my jaw. ‘But you go first.’
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With Adam’s help, I make quick work of my dress—a fitted, strapless sheath in oyster-coloured satin that hits mid-calf and makes me feel like Lily Collins in Emily in Paris. Omar Vega pushed it on me last week, claiming it was a sample that could use a couple of fabulous outings. It’s gorgeous, and its built-in corsetry negates the need for any underwear except for a tiny cream lace thong.

No bra required (a benefit of small boobs).

My boyfriend’s expression shoots way beyond appraising to plain predatory as he holds my hand so I can step out of it. I’m left in just a pair of strappy platinum Jimmy Choos and my thong—but not for long. He lays the dress over a chair and steps towards me, looming over me as he hooks his thumbs into the sides of my thong and slides it down my legs.

When he stoops, it’s gallant enough to be at odds with the look on his face. And when he’s relieved me of it, he presses a kiss to my navel.

I stare down at him. That upturned face. Those beautiful eyes. They beseech me, and I already know I will give him everything.

I rake my fingernails through the curls at his temples, and he shudders with quiet pleasure, his eyes drifting closed for a moment.

‘Now what are you going to do with me?’ I enquire. That wolfish grin makes a swift reappearance. He gets to his feet, his palms gliding up the sides of my body as he does.

‘I’m going to make sure I get you exactly the way I want you. Get on the bed on your back, sweetheart, and starfish for me.’

I shoot him a saucy smile and do exactly as he asks, lowering myself down on the bed and stretching out, arms and legs spread wide. The room is wonderfully warm, the black satin sheets cool and sensual against my bare skin. I slide the sole of one foot over the luxurious fabric.

Adam casts me a glance that’s equal parts approving and possessive as he strolls over to the low, wide lacquered cabinet that runs along one wall. I take advantage of his back being turned to hoist myself up onto my elbows. He opens both doors and crouches, rooting inside as metal clangs on metal.

I have my suspicions about what lies ahead for me tonight, aside from the delights of Mr Wright’s twitchy palm, that is, but⁠—

Yep.

I was correct.

He stands and turns, triumphant, two metal bars of identical—and considerable—length in his hands. They each have what look like a pair of leather cuffs with belt buckles dangling from them.

No cheap, nasty velcro closures for the esteemed patrons of Alchemy, I suppose.

I draw in a shuddery breath, because I don’t need to rummage in the recesses of my lust-addled brain for basic geometry to predict that those bars, or poles, or whatever they are, will force my legs into a seriously wide angle.

‘Arms first,’ my boyfriend says, looking awfully pleased with himself as he puts a knee up on the bed and crouches over me. ‘Let’s make sure you stay out of mischief.’

‘Good idea,’ I tell him.

‘So obliging,’ he murmurs, focusing on the task of wrapping the soft leather cuff around one wrist and securing its buckle.

I decide not to mention that I’m obliging far more readily than I might if I didn’t know that my price for speed would be Adam undressing for me.

Oh, and lots of orgasms, presumably.

Having him restrain my legs is intense. It’s not just the inflexibility of the steel bar I’m now straddling, or the ominous hug of the leather restraints around my ankles. It’s the filthy, filthy thoughts that flit, clear as day, over my filthy, filthy boyfriend’s face as he does it, sneaking long, lascivious looks at the parts of me he’s exposing so uncompromisingly.

‘Show me,’ he orders when he’s done, nodding at my right ankle. I jerk my feet in their restraints, but there’s no give. I’m spreadeagled across the bed, and I may as well be trussed up on one of those St Andrews crosses in The Playroom that make Adam smirk each time he spots them for all the mobility I have.

‘I can’t move,’ I say, the slightest edge of panic audible in my voice.

‘Oh, but you can, little one,’ he says, grabbing the spreader bar in its centre and raising it in a smooth arc until my legs make a perfect ninety degree angle with my body. ‘Bend.’

I bend my knees as he pushes down until I’m doubled up, taut nipples brushing against my thighs. I swear to God, he looks like a kid who just found a PlayStation under the Christmas tree.

‘Entrancing,’ he murmurs. ‘That’s not sore?’

Our eyes meet, and his soften.

‘No,’ I whisper. I’m not exactly relaxed, but the tension that comes from being so clearly, so completely, in Adam’s power is as alluring as it is intimidating.

‘Excellent.’ He lowers the bar gently, stretching my legs until they lie flat on the bed, before reaching up to unbutton his shirt.

I smile.

I have no doubt watching Adam get naked while being unable to touch him will be a particular brand of torture, but I’m confident he’ll make every agonising second worth my while.
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ADAM

She is a sight for sore eyes, all creamy skin and long limbs and huge doe eyes, trussed up on the spreader bars.

The most beautiful woman in the world trusts me enough to yield all her agency to me, and I’ll spend every second of tonight making it worth her while.

I undress with swift, economical movements. I have far better ways to spend the next hour than performing a striptease, no matter how titillated Nat may look right now. As I shove down my trousers and boxer briefs in one fell swoop, she bites her lip, shifting on the bed. It seems she appreciates the sight of my dick, painfully hard from the process of restraining my stunning girlfriend, jerking upwards as it’s freed.

Once I’m done undressing, I kneel up on the bed. We may both be naked, but I hold every ounce of power in my hands, and we both know it.

‘This is about clearing your mind, remember?’ I ask her, stroking my hand down one silky leg as I use the other to push the bar away from me. It, and her feet, slide over the sheets as her legs bend. ‘I won’t stop until you can’t form any words except please and more. Got it?’

‘Got it,’ she agrees, her voice gratifyingly breathy. This woman is an angel, and I’m here to serve her—tonight and every night.

‘Good girl. Safeword?’

‘Organza.’

‘Lovely.’ I use the bar to hold her legs aloft—such a handy contraption—and reach between them so I can fondle her beautiful pink cunt. God, it’s so slick. So slippery. She moans as I slide a couple of fingers inside her and stroke her clit. ‘Play with your nipples for me, sweetheart. Oh, wait. You can’t.’ I smirk.

She glares at me. ‘Seriously?’

I have a feeling she’s already forgotten about B Corps and production schedules and photo shoots.

‘Patience is a virtue.’ I twist my fingers inside her, and she moans again. ‘Remember?’

I enjoy myself for a couple of minutes. I enjoy her. I stroke and rub and twist and tease. I revel in the aroused flutter of her eyelashes, in the moue of her mouth. I revel in the flush spreading over her cheeks and down her neck and across those gorgeous little tits. I take pity on her and lean forward so I can pinch and roll those pretty, puckered nipples between my fingers. It’s impossible not to marvel at the contrast between Nat’s total acquiescence tonight and her clear conflict that very first time in this same room.

She fought her baser instincts so damn hard that night.

Tonight, she’s mine in almost every way. All that’s missing is a ring on her slender finger—an omission I’m intent on remedying as soon as we’ve got this Gossamer launch out of the way.

‘Absolutely soaked,’ I observe aloud as I work her wetness. ‘Fascinating.’

It’s basically what I said to her that very first time, when I felt compelled to be my most obnoxious self as I wound her higher. Back then, I thought daggers might fly out of her eyes. Now, she lets her eyes drift closed and gives me an agonised laugh.

‘I can’t believe you went there.’

She opens her eyes and we gaze at each other.

‘I’m as predictable as clockwork. Just like this sweet little cunt. Only this time,’ I say in a softer voice, ‘I get to kiss you.’

Her lips part as though she’s imagining it, too.

‘In a moment, sweetheart. First, you’re going to come for me as beautifully as you always do.’

I add a third finger and fuck her harder as my thumb circles her clit with a steady, relentless rhythm. While I’d love to drop my head and lap at her with my tongue, I choose instead to stay like this and enjoy this incredible view of Natalie restrained so crudely and submitting so beautifully.

All for me.

She’s getting closer, her aroused little moans growing in desperation, and it’s a wonder to behold.

I slide my fingers out and stroke her wetness down her calf.

‘What are you doing?’ Her face is outraged.

‘Just reminding you who has all the power here,’ I say smoothly.

She looks down her body at where my hand just was, where it should be. Her eyes narrow. ‘That’s a dangerous game to play, Wright.’

‘Not tonight. Not while I’ve got you like this.’

‘Orgasm denial can work both ways. And don’t forget, I can hold a grudge.’

That makes me laugh, because no one who’s aware of the extreme contempt in which Nat held me—or the idea of me—for two decades would argue with that.

‘I’ll take my chances,’ I say more blithely than I feel.

‘You’re a power-hungry dickhead, you know that?’

‘Mmm-hmm.’ I run my knuckles up her thigh, towards nirvana. Her intake of breath is exceedingly gratifying. ‘Got anything nicer to say?’

I’d like her to beg.

I’m expecting her to beg.

But, as usual, she surprises me.

‘I love you more than I could ever have imagined loving anybody,’ she says now. Her face is open and sweet, and I am a man falling into a yawning chasm of emotion and gratitude and disbelief. ‘You have every ounce of power you want over me. You know that. Nobody could ever, ever make me feel the way you make me feel. So please, darling, show me what you’re capable of. Give it to me.’

Jesus fuck.

She’s got me.

She may be the one strung up between two metal poles, but I’m the one who’s flayed wide open here.

I bend to kiss her knee before pushing the bar back further so her legs are doubled up again and wide open. ‘For that, my angel, you get everything.’

When I slide three fingers back inside her at this angle, she winces at the fullness, but she doesn’t break eye contact. We gaze at each other as I play her body like the mesmerising instrument it is.

‘I love you.’ I circle her clit, taking her in. ‘I love you so fucking much, and getting to do this is—’ I halt, clear my throat. ‘It’s every fucking fantasy I’ve ever, ever had.’

I keep talking. Keep telling her the things I need her to hear. I don’t know if it’s my words or my touch or this intense eye-fucking we’re doing that has her spiralling higher, but within moments her moans are coming more quickly and her body is arching off the bed as best it can in this position. I stroke and I jab and I watch in wonder as the woman I love falls apart at my hands.

Once she’s come down, I back away on my knees so I can lower her legs to the bed. ‘How do they feel?’ I ask her, leaning forward and stroking a hand up her stomach.

‘They’re good,’ she murmurs dazedly. I don’t want to leave her like this too long; I don’t necessarily trust her endorphin-riddled brain to accurately intercept her body’s messages right now.

‘I’ll untie you in a minute or two,’ I say, crawling over her. But I need a few moments more like this with her sated and pliant, a perfect, pale X against the black sheets. I stoop and suck gently on one perfect nipple, then the other, before trailing kisses up her neck so I can put my mouth on hers.

We kiss like this, tongues weaving and dancing, my dick jerking against her stomach as I stroke her hair, still in its ponytail.

‘I want you to come on me,’ she says as I draw away.

I grin. ‘I’m getting déjà vu.’

‘You can come everywhere this time,’ she murmurs, eyes flickering over my face, her grin growing more mischievous.

‘Yes I can,’ I agree, ‘and there’s nothing at all you can do about it, sweetheart.’ I sit back on my knees and stare down at her, taking my painfully hard cock in my hand. ‘You telling me to come on you that night was the best surprise I’ve ever had in my life.’

She rolls her eyes. I think she’s a little embarrassed. ‘Well, learning that I had precisely zero ability to withstand you was probably the worst surprise I’ve ever had—but you made it worth my while. And there was no fucking way I was going to be the only one who let themselves go.’

I crouch forward again on my knees within the triangle made by her legs and the bar, planting one palm next to her head.

‘It was pretty obvious your motives weren’t altruistic. And did I give a flying fuck? Nope.’ I arch my back so I can drag my dick over her skin and paint a line of precum across her stomach. She shivers. ‘Because I didn’t stand a chance,’ I continue. ‘Never, ever have I been so captivated by anyone.’

I start to move my hand up and down my length, and fuck it feels glorious. If that night, a few short months and an entire lifetime of consciousness ago, was revelatory, the turning point between us, then tonight takes us full circle. We own each other, body and soul. I’ve never felt closer to her in my life.

Before me, she shimmies against the sheets. ‘I want you to fuck my mouth.’

I hesitate, caught between an instant desire to fulfil the visual she’s planted in my chimp brain and an innate chivalry. Short of biting my dick, she has zero recourse trussed up like this.

She licks her lip. ‘Seriously, honey. I need your dick in my mouth.’

‘I thought I was coming all over you,’ I protest, giving her one last out.

‘You can come anywhere you like,’ she purrs.

Dear Lord in Heaven, save me from myself and from this woman, because God knows my self-control is down to fucking zero.

‘Jesus Christ, I love you,’ I groan, edging forward on my knees until I’m straddling her chest, hovering over her gorgeous tits. With her arms outstretched like this, I fit perfectly around her. I hold my dick out and rub it over her mouth, and her little pink tongue darts out immediately to taste it.

My girlfriend is the strongest, feistiest person I know, especially around me. That she’s let me tie her up and spread her out, all so I can stick my dick down her throat, has waves of awe and love and desire coursing over me, and it’s all so fucking potent.

I feed my cock down her throat, slowly enough that she can accommodate it and that I can feel every single inch of wet warmth enveloping it. As I bottom out, she swallows purposefully, and the impossible pleasure of her throat constricting around my sensitive, swollen crown has me shutting my eyes in bliss.

When I open them and stare down at her, she nods as best she can. Her green light to me.

I don’t need to be told twice.

I reach down and cup her jaw with one hand, caressing her as I feed her my dick over and over. Below me, her little candy-pink nipples dazzle me. Before me, her outstretched arms and wide eyes enrapture me. And around me, her clever, sensual mouth works me and works me, and I thrust and thrust until there’s saliva running down her cheeks and tears in her eyes.

In a matter of days, this woman will be professionally made up, dressed in demi-couture as she greets her guests and formally launches herself as the next British luxury designer to watch. That I’m the only person on the planet who gets to see her like this has my head spinning and my blood coursing through my veins like a wild thing.

‘Fuck, that’s—’ I groan, as incapable of full sentences as I am of withdrawing at this point. ‘You okay, sweetheart?’ I manage.

She gives me the tiniest nod and a small mmph of affirmation. She sounds outraged that I should question her commitment to this act.

I grin. ‘That’s my girl.’ I shake my head, gritting the words out with difficulty as I hang the hell on. ‘So fucking good. You’re so fucking good. As soon as I’ve shot my load, I’m going to untie you and flip you over and spank that little pink bottom as I fuck you. You hear that?’

She closes her eyes for a moment, like it’s too much to even fathom, and a small tear slides over her temple. I reach up and wipe it away, even as I continue to fuck her mouth.

God. It’s too good. I’m⁠—

‘Christ.’

As my orgasm engulfs me, I let rip with a volley of tense, jerky movements, shuddering as I fill her mouth with my cum. She makes a gagging sound, throat closing around me once again, and the combination has my soul vaulting through the roof of this room, this building, into the bleak London night. I am unleashed and unmoored, soaring through infinite realms of pleasure as I release every last drop.

When I’m spent and gliding back to earth, I slide my dick from Natalie’s mouth, staring down at her in wonder.

She stares back up at me, those huge brown eyes still tear-filled from the face-fucking she’s endured. She swallows, her pale throat working, and licks her lips as I smooth the escapee bodily fluids from her cheek.

Then she smiles up at me and says breathlessly: ‘Now you spank me.’
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GETTING SCHOOLED


AIDA

The beautiful chapel at Eton College is lit only by candlelight, and I can’t deny the effect its solemn beauty has on me. Half of me is horrified Pip ended up at such an insanely elite school. The other half laps this shit up. He’s walked along the same cloisters as the royal princes and half of this country’s former Prime Ministers and God knows who else.

It’s crazy. But it’s fun, too.

My husband is standing beside me, holding my hand and running the pad of his thumb over my wedding and engagement rings like they’re stress toys. Over and over. I don’t think he’s even conscious of doing it.

Reminding himself that I’m wearing his rings seems to be his favourite thing.

One of his favourite things.

I can’t believe Pip’s first term at Eton has almost drawn to a close. Next week, we’ll drive back out here to take him home for the holidays. I can’t wait to hug the heck out of him later, even if he’s taller than me now. But first, carols. Readings. Reflections.

As the school choir sings Once in Royal David’s City so hauntingly, so perfectly, I allow myself a glance around this space. The stone vaulted ceiling is exquisite, as is the immense gilded organ. Pip is singing along with the rest of them in the choir stalls, reading glasses glinting faintly in the candlelight and his red and white cassock pristine.

He looks so handsome, and not a little like his dad. Happily, John and Kit came along together for last night’s service, so we’re saved the presence of my ex this evening.

My gaze flits, as it so often does, back to my husband. He’s gorgeous in profile, with his raked-back hair and sexy broken nose. I now know it was indeed a rugby injury. He’s absorbed in the beautiful carol, but he must grow aware of my eyes on him, because he glances down at me and grins. The love in his eyes has me squeezing his hand harder, because I just cannot with this man.

If you’d told me two years ago that I’d be willing to give holy matrimony another shot, I would have laughed you out of town. But Cal is one persuasive guy. He’s totally shameless about using every trick in the book to get his own way. Often, those tricks involve body parts, but usually, he just goes on and on and on until he’s broken his victim down.

Callum Sinclair always gets what he wants.

And he wanted me.

I’m the luckiest woman alive.
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It turns out, Pip is less excited about hugging his poor old mom than I am about hugging him. I get a couple squeezes when we hang out after the service in a beautiful hall, but they’re not enough. They never are. Cal, though, gets a great big man hug—probably because he’s way cooler than me.

‘How are you enjoying it so far?’ he asks, putting his hands on Pip’s skinny shoulders and bending a little to look him in the eye. ‘They treating you well?’

‘Yeah. It’s great.’

‘Food good?’

‘It’s fine. Breakfast is good.’

‘How’s your housemaster?’

‘He’s nice.’

Good. Nice. Fine.

I try not to sigh. Two-word sentences of single syllable words are par for the course with thirteen-year-old boys.

‘Glad to hear it. You think you’re finding your tribe?’

Cal had a pretty long heart-to-heart with Pip before he headed off to Eton in September. By the sounds of it, Cal’s time at school was hugely successful. I’m sure it helped that he was sporty, good-looking and easy to get along with. Pip’s a lovely kid, but far more introverted, and Cal’s been well aware of how much my maternal heart has broken at sending him away to board.

If I had my chance, he’d be at a nice London day school so he could stay home with his mom, where he belongs. But Pip wanted this—badly—and Cal was determined to set him up to succeed. To persuade him be true to himself and his interests and to find his people.

‘Yeah.’ Pip’s face brightens. ‘The guys in my house are nice, and I’ve made some friends on The Florentia.’

‘Bloody awesome!’ Cal says. He holds up his hand for a high five and Pip smacks it hard. ‘Those journalism genes run deep.’

I smile, because The Florentia is Eton’s environmental magazine, and I love on so many levels that he’s gotten involved with it.

After the boys have been rounded up to head back to their houses, I sigh and allow myself a moment to lay my head on my husband’s shoulder.

‘My heart hurts.’

He runs his hands down my upper arms, and I can feel their warmth through my dress. ‘I know, baby. I know.’

I lift my head and blow out a breath. ‘He seems okay, right?’

‘He’s fine. More than fine. I was watching him when he went over to stuff his face with mince pies—they were all laughing and joking together. They look like decent boys.’

‘I know—he’s so quiet, though.’

‘With us. He’s quiet with us. He’s a teenager, for God’s sake. He was happy as Larry with those kids when I was spying on them.’

‘Okay.’ I nod, more to convince myself than for any other reason.

He smiles at me, those brown eyes glowing with the warm light of affection. ‘My trophy wife is looking particularly beautiful tonight.’

I roll my eyes, but I don’t mean it. The trophy thing is kind of a joke between us. He knows I want to hate it, and he also knows I fucking love it.

Fuck my life.

‘My trophy husband is hot as fuck,’ I whisper back, letting my teeth snag on my bottom lip in exactly the way I know drives him wild, and his eyes narrow in response.

‘Nah. I’m no trophy tonight. This isn’t my crowd. Too pompous.’ His fingers make circles over my biceps. ‘But they’ve all got a hard-on for you. Even the women. And I thought that old bore would never let you go.’

I laugh. He’s referring to some dad who cornered me about my interview with the Chancellor last week. ‘He was fine,’ I say. ‘It didn’t bother me.’

‘Yeah, but it bothered me.’ He takes a step closer, his voice dropping. ‘You know how it makes me when everyone goes feral for you.’

I do know. I know very well. When I get attention, my husband gets a kick out of it. He gets all smug and possessive, and it’s slightly obnoxious and extremely hot.

‘Tell me,’ I say. I lick my bottom lip, and his eyes track the movement.

‘How about I show you?’

My eyes flit nervously around the room and back to him. ‘Can’t you at least pretend to be appropriate for one night? We’re at Eton.’

‘And where’s the fun in that?’ he asks. ‘Humour me. Let’s just go for a little wander. Explore these fine buildings.’

Someone needs to be the grownup here. ‘No way,’ I tell him. ‘I know what your definition of a little wander is.’ I really do. He’ll find the nearest disabled bathroom, or worse, someone’s study.

He huffs, and it’s the huff of a little boy who’s been told no. ‘Fine,’ he says. ‘The car it is. Why don’t you go powder your nose and follow me out? I’ll get the seat heaters cranked up.’
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CAL

It’s not the first time I’ve been to Eton. I played rugby here enough times when I was at school. And God knows my own school, St Ignatius of Loyola College, was pretty spectacular.

But this is something else.

My heart broke this evening, seeing how much Aida misses Pip. At thirteen, I was raring to go away to board, and I know Kit will be exactly the same. He’s fucking dying for it. At breakfast this morning, he was full of chat about how cool it was to see Pip’s dorm last night. He’ll be fine when he comes here in two years’ time.

But Pip’s a different matter. He’s bookish and cerebral, like his mum, but without her confidence. I didn’t know thirteen-year-old Aida, but I bet she had swagger. I bet you didn’t mess with her, even then.

Every instinct I have tells me Pip’s as close to thriving as we could hope for, given we’re only one term in. I watched him like a hawk tonight. He had colour in his cheeks and a spring in his step—all the clichés that tell a parent their kid isn’t drowning. And I’ve really rated his housemaster the couple of times we’ve met him.

This parenting shit is weird. To say I was apprehensive was an understatement, but I made a decision not to overthink it endlessly. I approached being an adult in Pip and Kit’s lives, and then being their stepfather, in the same way I approach most things: optimistically and enthusiastically.

I thought the painful part would be the obvious stuff. You know, dealing with tantrums, having arguments about homework, giving up lazy mornings in favour of Saturday football. And yeah, some of that is fucking dull, but some of it is actually very cool. Especially taking Kit to football. He’s seriously fast.

But what I mean is that the parts I find the most painful are the emotional tugs. Obviously, I’m not their parent. But I love their mother, and I’m committed to spending the rest of my life with her, and part of that means loving her boys and being a positive force in their lives. A bonus adult, if you like.

So when we drove Pip to school for the first time in September and helped him unpack in his dorm and then waved goodbye to him?

Fucking brutal.

When Kit got smacked badly on the hand by a fast football one Saturday morning and I took him straight to the paediatric A&E at Chelsea and Westminster?

Also fucking brutal. Even though he’d only broken a couple of fingers and not, as I feared, his wrist.

I’m invested, I suppose. I’m invested in Aida, and in her happiness, and in the happiness of the two little people she’s brought into the world. And the whole thing is a royal head fuck, because it’s emotional and demanding and exhausting and rewarding on a level I couldn’t have fathomed before I dove head first into this thing we’re doing.

I’m happy, too. Like, really fucking happy. I feel… purposeful, maybe? Because the three of them seem to be as happy to have me around as I am to be there. I’m that guy now. Saturday football guy. Farmer’s market guy. School carol concerts guy.

And Aida’s opening the car door, which means in about ninety seconds, I’ll also be car sex guy. For the first time since that dark, dark day when Zach took me (with immense glee on his part, I might add) to trade in my fancy sports car for a fucking Range Rover, I give thanks for the spaciousness of this car.

And also for its fast-heating seats.

‘Get in here,’ I mutter, helping her off with her coat and chucking it in the back seat.

‘Geez, it’s cold,’ she huffs as she clambers over my knee to straddle me in the driver’s seat.

‘I’ll keep you warm, baby,’ I mutter, circling her waist and tugging her down on top of me. I’m hardening by the second. Fuck, I love her so much.

‘I’m not taking my clothes off.’

‘No need. My magical dick can punch through as many layers as needed.’

That makes her laugh. ‘Your power drill.’

‘Believe it, baby.’ My voice might sound marginally distracted, because I’m frantically burrowing under the soft, fine wool of her flowing dress to find nirvana. ‘Fuck. Are you wearing fucking tights?’

‘It’s December. Of course I am. Turbo dick can’t handle it?’

I love it when she gets all mocking and sarcastic, because it just fuels my fire. In about three minutes, when she’s writhing on my cock and unable to string a sentence together, it’ll make my victory all the sweeter.

‘Nope. It’s fine. I just—wait a sec.’ Shit. They’re quite thick. I close my eyes to feel my way and grab at the fabric around the crotch area. When I have a firm grip with both hands I tug, hard, and it tears with a ripping sound.

‘They were Falke,’ she protests with a laugh that’s breathy enough to know my caveman act is getting her hot. ‘They’re super expensive.’

‘Tough shit. I’ll buy you some more. Or you can keep wearing these ones so your legs stay warm but I can access that pussy whenever I like.’ I lower my voice. ‘What would you think of that?’

‘I’d be good with that,’ she says with a shiver, because I’m now stroking my knuckles lightly over the wet fabric of her thong. She slides her hands up my chest, loosening my tie and unbuttoning the top couple of buttons of my shirt. Her fingers are cold when she slides them under my collar so she can touch my skin, but I don’t care. ‘God, you look so hot in a tie. It makes me crazy.’

‘Useful pieces of kit, ties,’ I observe before she drops her face to mine. I cannot resist this woman. Can’t resist any single part of her. I extricate one hand from under her dress so I can tangle my fingers in her hair and grab at her neck and pull her face closer. Not that she needs any encouragement. She’s sucking on my lower lip and entangling her tongue with mine—devouring me, basically.

I use my finger to hook her thong and yank it aside. Between that and the crotch-hole I made, I’ve got enough access. My wife is hot and soaking and so fucking slick it’s enough to drive a man mad.

Clearly, I should wear a tie more often.

‘Once again you’re a dirty little whore for my fingers,’ I murmur against her lips. ‘Just like that very first time.’

Her giggle turns to a sharp intake of breath through her teeth as I manoeuvre my hand enough to wedge two fingers inside her while my thumb finds her needy, swollen clit.

She moans and pushes down on my hand. ‘Jesus, sweetie. You’re not wrong.’

I slide my fingers out and back in. The only thought in my mind is how good this slick vice will feel around my cock in about thirty seconds.

‘Take me out, baby.’

She rests her forehead against mine as she wrestles with my belt and zipper, her movements clumsy and hurried because I’m still working her.

‘I wonder what all those pompous arseholes would say if they could see Aida Russell getting finger-fucked and loving it in the car park,’ I muse idly.

‘Probably please remove your son from our establishment and never come back,’ she retorts, and I laugh.

‘Better be quick then.’

It seems we’re on the same page, because she’s rearing up, and cursing as her knee momentarily slides off the side of the seat, and batting away the fabric of her dress so she can take my cock like the greedy girl we both know she is.

‘Put me inside you,’ I order her, removing my hand from her warm centre and grabbing her around the waist so she doesn’t go sideways again when she starts riding me. Probably should have done this in the back seat, come to think of it.

She makes a few adorable little noises of frustration and effort as she lifts herself over me, and holds her thong to one side, and feeds my impossibly stiff cock through the wretched hole in her tights.

And then she’s sliding my crown against her pussy, her wetness and mine coating each other like the best kind of lube, and I jolt. I have no leverage here to fuck her, so she’ll have to do most of the work, but fuck, does this feel incredible. And when she sinks down on me, the relief and awe and completion that consume me are like nothing else.

‘Arch your back if you can, sweetheart,’ I tell her, and she does, grabbing both my shoulder and the inner handle of the door to steady herself. I lower my mouth to the hard little nipple poking through her dress and bite lightly through the fabric, and her shuddery whimper is the best kind of feedback.

‘I need it quick,’ she gasps. ‘And hard.’

‘Yeah,’ I mutter against her tit. ‘And when I get you home, I’ll tie you up with this tie and fuck you nice and slow. I might blindfold you and make you blow me first.’

She moans. My classy, bold, intellectual powerhouse of a wife still loves nothing more than for me to overpower her. Control her.

‘Ride me,’ I say, before biting down on her fabric-covered nipple, harder this time. I grip her hips and help her lever herself up and down on my lap, and fuck me, the sensation of her cunt dragging up and down along the length of my shaft is a fucking revelation.

Just like it is every single time.

I am not going to last. It’s too dirty, fucking like horny teenagers in the car park of Britain’s most elite school.

‘Rub your clit for me,’ I mumble as I tease her with my teeth and tongue. She withdraws the hand that was gripping my shoulder and burrows under her skirts again. Her fingers brush against the base of my cock, but the moment they make contact with her clit, she’s riding me harder, driving herself down onto me with every stroke until her breaths turn to moans and she collapses, her temple resting on my hair as she brings herself to a shuddering orgasm.

Thank fuck. I let rip as hard as I can with a volley of hip thrusts as her inner muscles clench around me, and then that divine burst of heat is racing up my dick and I’m coming too, jetting hot ropes deep inside my beautiful, spectacular, and totally fucking shameless wife.

I raise my face to kiss her, to show her how much I adore and respect her, how completely besotted I am. Our kiss is as slow and gentle as our fuck was fast and rough.

Both ways are amazing.

Every way is amazing with her.

It’s all amazing with her.
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BELLE

The team at Unfurl really doesn’t do things by halves.

I hesitate in the doorframe of the basement room I’ve been summoned to and survey my surroundings. My husband’s note merely said the following:

Belle Charlton

It has been too long since your last confession. Please see Fr Rafe at your earliest convenience to partake of the Sacrament of Reconciliation.

Only my darling husband would see this as an appropriate wedding gift and a way to celebrate our anniversary… every year after.

It was two years ago today that we were married—and no, we did not marry in the sight of God. Instead, we had a beautifully heartfelt humanist ceremony at a vineyard just outside St Tropez, Chateau des Anges. We wrote our own vows, and they reflected everything we wanted to tell each other. To promise each other.

And no, my dad didn’t come. We knew he wouldn’t. In the eyes of the Church, and therefore in his eyes, it wasn’t a wedding, and we’re not married, and that’s okay. He gets to choose his views. His boundaries. And I get to choose not to tie myself up in knots over his reactions. It’s a slow process, and our truce is uneasy, but we’re getting there, and Rosalie’s birth has helped our relationship no end.

Most importantly, no one is riding roughshod over each other’s beliefs.

In a fit of spectacularly wilful disobedience to her husband, Mummy gave me away and hosted the chic wedding breakfast. I couldn’t have been more proud, or more grateful.

Yes, my husband still runs Alchemy.

Yes, we enjoy the frisson that frequenting the club adds to our sex life on occasion.

And yes, Rafe is still a kinky fucker. This anniversary celebration being a case in point.

What used to be a bland, versatile and generously proportioned space in the club’s basement has been transformed. Wax church candles stand everywhere, their dancing, darting flames casting long shadows on the maroon walls. There’s an enormous bed with four dark, ornately carved wooden posts. I eye it warily. On any other day it would be the main attraction, but not today.

No. That dubious honour is reserved for the sizeable wooden box taking up the entire far wall. A box that, for many, may resemble a walk-in cupboard, but that anyone raised in the Catholic faith will instantly recognise as a confessional.

It’s lifesize.

It’s bloody enormous, complete with a doorway on either side from whose arched frames hang purple velvet curtains and a centre panel featuring a wooden grille in place of a window. One curtain is drawn, and one is pulled open, revealing the small, dim booth within.

I still can’t believe my husband and his team found an actual confessional box somewhere and reassembled it in the bowels of Alchemy for my husband’s nefarious purposes. I definitely smelt Cal’s handiwork that first time he showed it to me.

The mere sight of it is always enough to trigger a host of emotions, and tonight is no exception. The guilt and fear I felt as a child facing my monthly confession churn in my stomach with the hopeless, roiling, lustful anticipation of what’s about to go down in that box, as well as a wholly new form of guilt.

Because past forays down here tell me that the salvation of my immortal soul is not what Fr Rafe has in store for me this evening. On the contrary, he won’t stop until he’s damned us both to hell for all eternity.

And that thought alone has me squirming with hopeless, helpless desire.

Sr Belina makes regular appearances in our sex life. She and her bishop are still hot as hell for each other. But on these annual pilgrimages to the confessional we try something different.

Tonight I’m Belle, random sinner and priestly prey. I’m not sure what sins I’ve committed, but I think we can all rest assured that Fr Rafe will unearth them and punish me for my immorality.

I lock the door to the room behind me and approach the open booth, trusting that Rafe is already established on his side. There’s a little card slotted into the door with Fr Rafe Charlton inscribed, and someone’s even rigged up a little light above his door. His light is on, meaning he’s in situ and hearing confessions.

Dear God. What the hell am I getting myself into this time?
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I kneel on the leather-cushioned kneeler, smoothing my silky black dress over my hips. I’ve pulled the velvet curtain closed, which serves to make the confines of this confessional more oppressive.

Rafe’s fine profile is dimly visible through the diamond-shaped holes in the wooden fretwork between us. Fretwork that’s supposed to afford the sinner a modicum of privacy. His head is bent. He’s not looking at me.

‘Good evening, my child.’

‘Good evening, Father,’ I tell him. ‘It has been a year since my last confession.’

‘Very good,’ he intones. ‘What sins would you like to seek His Holy Father’s forgiveness for tonight?’

I cast my eyes upwards. The booth smells of aged wood and grave secrets and penitence. It’s atmospheric and alarmingly real. It feels uncomfortably like I’m in church.

Uncomfortably convincing.

Uncomfortably blasphemous.

I swallow.

‘Um,’ I begin feebly. I’ve discussed this, choreographed it, even, with the real-life version of Rafe. But now I’m here, spilling out my darkest thoughts and deeds to this shadowy figure feels as confronting as it did last year—and the year before. I certainly never confessed sins like these in my previous life. The whispered sins of my school days—the ones I was brave enough to admit to, at least—were more along the lines of zoning out in church and not keeping my bedroom tidy.

‘I have impure thoughts,’ I tell the priest now. ‘All the time, actually.’

He sucks in a harsh breath. When he speaks, his voice sounds strangled. ‘What kind of impure thoughts?’

As usual, this is more realistic and a damn sight more intimidating than I expected. It’s easy to forget the guy on the other side of the grille is my husband. The person who knows me more intimately than I know myself. The object and the instigator of my impure thoughts.

In this moment, he’s my judge.

I clear my throat. ‘I think about men. About… about enjoying the pleasures of the flesh with men.’

‘The act of physical love isn’t a sin, if it’s enjoyed within the sacrament of marriage,’ he tells me carefully.

‘I’m not married,’ I lie. ‘And my fantasies aren’t about being with one man. They’re about being with multiple men at the same time, and having all of them use my body however they want.’

‘Dear God,’ he mutters. He wipes a hand over his face. ‘That is a mortal sin indeed. And tell me, have you ever acted on these wicked fantasies?’

‘Yes,’ I tell him. ‘Plenty of times.’

There’s a pregnant silence. My nipples harden, brushing against the soft silk of my dress. My breasts feel full and heavy.

‘Do you allow these men to profane your body?’ the priest asks eventually.

‘Yes, Father.’

‘Tell me what you let them do to you.’

There’s a movement through the fretwork. I could swear he’s reaching down and touching himself.

‘I let them do whatever they want with me. I let them strip me naked, and lay me down on a bed, and tie me up if they like, and touch me however they want.

‘I let them pull and suck on my nipples, and lick my pussy, and slide their fingers inside me. And I let them come on me and put their dicks in my mouth, and I allow them to fuck me however they want.’

I stare at his profile as I answer. I can see enough to know his gorgeous jaw is clenched, his eyes squeezed closed. His lips begin to move silently, although whether he’s seeking salvation for the sinner across from him or for strength for himself is unclear.

That arm of his is still moving, and then there’s the unmistakable sound of a zip being pulled down, and God.

I’ve made this priest hard.

I’ve made him want to touch himself.

My words have crept through the barriers of the fretwork and his protective layer of priestly garb, right through to the core of him. The core that makes him a man, that no amount of kneeling and praying and beseeching and shuffling of rosary beads can erase.

‘How does it make you feel when they do these things to you?’ he grits out. ‘Do you feel contrition for your sins? Are you here to repent?’

‘I don’t know,’ I admit. ‘I feel the shame of it, but it’s… it’s glorious. It makes everything brighter. Sharper. I know how sinful it is, but I don’t want to stop.’

On the other side of the screen, fabric rustles.

‘Is your body having a sinful reaction right now, just recounting these transgressions?’

‘Yes, Father,’ I murmur, and God knows, it’s the truth. Between my recollections of my darkest, most vital couplings, and the viscerally physical reaction this beautiful man of God is having to me, and his obvious torment, and the womb-like sanctuary this confessional offers, I’m all at once feeling alive and vulnerable and shameless and fatalistic.

As if, by coming to this priest and making my burdens his, I have the breathing space to marvel at my sins and delight in them rather than letting them suffocate me.

The low rasp of his next words breaks my reverie.

‘Show me.’

‘I—what?’ I manage.

For the first time, he permits himself to turn and face me. The shadows in the booth only accentuate the hard, symmetrical planes of his face.

The eyes so full of pupil they’re practically black.

The full lusciousness of his bottom lip as he tugs at it with his teeth.

He’s so beautiful.

‘You just confessed to having a physical reaction to your sins—although not the one God would wish you to have. Your nipples must be hard, no?’

‘Yes.’ Hard is an understatement. They’re pinched. Aching. Almost brittle.

‘And you’re wet between your legs?’

I hesitate, unsure where this is going. Unsure whether he’s seeking to punish me or prey upon me.

I suspect it’s both.

‘Yes.’

‘Then pull down your dress and let me see your nipples. Let me see what this sinful desire does to your body.’

I freeze.

He exhales, and it’s the sound of a man pushed beyond all limits.

‘For the love of God. I said show me.’
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It’s the need in his voice that undoes me.

Whatever he thinks he’s doing, it’s clear in this moment he’s simply a flesh-and-blood man.

I lift my hands and hook my fingers through the tiny straps of my dress, letting them fall from my shoulders. The entire dress slithers off my body, pooling where I’m kneeling. To all intents and purposes, I’m naked. Not that Fr Rafe can see much below my chest.

Those black eyes are fixated on my bare breasts. If he had any doubt that I was telling the truth about my arousal, it must be clear to him now.

‘Dear sweet Lord above,’ he groans, and the delicious anguish in his voice moves me. Tectonic plates shift beneath me. The air seems to swirl, to dance around me as he takes me in.

I wait.

‘Stand up,’ he orders. ‘As far back as you can, so I can see you.’

I get to my feet, stepping out of the heap of pooled silk and hitting the back wall of the booth. It’s only a couple of feet back from where I was kneeling, but I hope it gives him a decent eyeful of my naked body. I love nothing more than flesh against flesh, but the unwilling, anguished stare of this celibate man burns my skin like nothing else. That it costs him so much to yield to this reaction he’s having to me has power and desire and yearning rushing, hot and heady, through my veins.

‘So beautiful,’ he says mournfully on an exhale. ‘I knew it. I knew as soon as you told me your terrible sins that you must have a face and body made to bring men to their knees. That you’d be so beautiful they’d turn their back on salvation without a backwards glance.’

I’m unclear on whether this is a compliment or a condemnation.

Probably both.

‘Show me how they touch you,’ he orders. ‘Show me how they play with your breasts.’

I bring my hands to my breasts and run a finger along the silky underside of each before cupping them gently. Then I allow myself to strum my aching nipples. The shot of pure pleasure to my clit has me inhaling sharply and arching my back.

‘How does that feel?’ he demands.

‘Amazing,’ I tell him.

‘Wrong?’

‘No.’ The pleasure I’m enjoying at my own hands has me forcing the point. ‘It feels far too good to be wrong.’

‘That’s where you’re mistaken, you poor little sinner,’ he says. ‘But I bet you like it when they pinch your nipples hard, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do it.’

I pinch the taut little buds. I roll them. I rub them. Jesus Christ, my fingers and his burning gaze have me hot as hell.

‘Do you let two men suck on them at once?’ he asks.

‘Yes,’ I tell him. I used to, anyway. ‘And it’s the best feeling in the world.’

Two mouths are better than one.

A wise man gave me a maths lesson once, and I’ve never forgotten it.

‘Let me,’ he says. His voice is rough. Full of heat and friction and raw, masculine need. ‘I need a taste. I need to know how you’ll feel between my lips as my teeth graze you and my tongue laves you as hard as it can. Come here. Stand up on the kneeler.’

I do as he says, and he scrambles to his feet. I lean forward so I can press my breasts against the fretwork. The diamonds are large-ish, probably a couple of inches across. I cup my breasts and feed my nipples through the holes.

He swipes a fingertip roughly over each nipple, his head dropping to the screen with a dull thud as he does. The sensation of his hands on me is so perfect and so fleeting I gasp. I lay my forehead against the wood, too, driven by a need to be as close as possible to him. I can’t see his face clearly like this, but our breaths are mingling.

‘You’ve been in here two minutes,’ he rasps, ‘and already you’ve driven me to sin. You’re some kind of unholy siren, and I’m completely powerless against you. Look at you. Jesus Christ. I should be horrified by your wanton promiscuity, but I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life.’

He reaches up again and tweaks my nipples. Hard. Viciously, almost. I sense he means it as a punishment, or at least as retaliation for the effect I’m having on him, but his undoing is my undoing, and I arch into the staggering pleasure his touch gives me.

He keeps rubbing. Pinching. My nipples, which were sore in my first trimester and are now needy as fuck, send sharp jolts of arousal to my clit. I stand there, my forehead against the screen, my moans turning to whimpers as he works me relentlessly and my legs widening of their own accord.

Then he’s lifting his head and stooping and sealing his lips around one nipple as his fingers fondle the other. He’s true to his promise. He snags my nipple lightly between his teeth as the flat of his tongue works over it roughly. Desperately. He hums, low and hungrily, in the back of his throat. Mmm, he says. Mmm.

My hands claw at the fretwork. My fingers dig through it, but I can’t reach him. He breaks the seal of his mouth on my skin for a moment.

‘I bet this is making you sinfully wet in that greedy little pussy,’ he growls against my breast.

‘It is,’ I gasp. ‘So wet.’ Wet and achy and needy and empty. So empty. So bereft. It’s clear I won’t find salvation today, and I don’t care. Nothing matters in this moment except getting this beautiful, conflicted, agonised man’s hands and mouth and dick on and in every part of my body.

‘Give me a taste,’ he commands. ‘Slide a finger through that slick pussy and let me taste you.’

I do as he says, shuddering as my finger swipes through the parts of me that need so badly to be touched, violated, more thoroughly before sticking it through a diamond-shaped hole.

His mouth closes over it, hot and hungry, sucking me in hard as his teeth hold me in place and his taut tongue devours every last drop of my arousal. His mouth is so warm. So soft. I feel the power of his sucks everywhere. I need his mouth on my pussy more than I need oxygen.

He’s still working my other nipple with firm pinches and decadent sweeps and rolls of his fingers. I’m drowning and floating, my noises growing breathier and needier with every one of his ministrations.

And then he’s pulling away, leaving my finger cold and wet.

‘Look down,’ he orders.

The crown of his dick is poised at one of the diamonds, moisture beading alluringly at its tip.

I don’t think.

I don’t ask.

I kneel back down, and bend my head, and indulge in lavish sweeps of my tongue through the beads of liquid before swirling it around his red, angry crown.

‘Fuuuuuuck!’ he grits out, and the sound is helpless and furious and primal and so male that I practically pass out from the heady rush of power it gives me.

Next thing, he’s withdrawing, and stumbling noisily out of his booth, and dragging my curtain open, and grabbing me by the arm and onto my feet and out of the confessional. I blink, not expecting to have been transported from a church to a bedroom where candlelight flickers intimately and a huge dark bed offers the opportunity for us to instantly alleviate our needs and purge ourselves of this ungodly desire.

We stare at each other. He’s fully dressed in his austere, all-black weekday ensemble, dog collar in place, but the infernal look in his eyes has him resembling Lucifer himself. His eyes are bottomless black pits of sin; his facial expression more fraught with diabolical intent than I’ve seen on any of the other sinners with whom I’ve indulged in unspeakable acts.

He lowers his face to mine and snags my lower lip between his teeth, tugging at it before plunging his tongue into my mouth. One hand goes to fist my hair at the nape of my neck and the other roams firmly, possessively over the skin of my stomach. It reaches lower, lower, and I widen my stance in the hope that he’ll claim my pussy like this and give me what I need, but the man is too restrained, too self-controlled, for his own good or mine, because it stops just north of my tidy landing strip.

‘On your knees,’ he growls, releasing my mouth too soon. But I sink to my knees gratefully, because if he won’t touch me, then at least I’ll have the pleasure of undoing him. I’m ashamed to say he’s the greatest prize of all. Not just on account of his stupendous looks, but because he doesn’t want to be won.

The others have all come willingly.

He’s been resisting, trying to hold himself off, and it’s arousing and adorable in equal measure.

I’m going to make it so good for him.

I’m going to make him forget his own name, let alone his vows.

I’m going to make every sin he commits tonight so worth his while that he can’t possibly find it in himself to repent.

His dick is poking out from under his shirt tails. I get my body as close to his as I can and rub my nipples against the abrasive fabric of his trousers.

And then I take him in my mouth.

God, he smells and tastes and feels amazing. He’s huge and satiny and so fucking hard I’m almost scared on his behalf. I’m worried about his ability to stay conscious with this much blood in his cock. But he’s gripping the post at the foot of the bed for support with one hand as he winds my long hair around his other one.

I suck. I lick. I move my mouth over him as extravagantly as I can, and he growls. He groans. He pulls my hair.

My clit pulsates as I work him. My nipples throb. I need a seeing-to so badly it’s not funny. I pull away from him and look up. He’s staring down at me in a way that’s hopeless and ecstatic all in one.

‘Do you want me to swallow, Father?’ I ask, running a finger through his weeping slit. His dick twitches in my hand, and I smile to myself. ‘Or do you want to give me a pearl necklace? Because you can do what you like to me. You can use me however you want. I told you—I love that.’

‘Jesus Christ.’ He glances heavenward, but it seems God’s in the mood to let his faithful servant hang himself, because his gaze comes back to me and roves over my naked body. My upturned face. ‘I’m going to come all over those glorious fucking tits, and you’re going to like it, you dirty little sinner.’

My lips curve up into a triumphant smile. ‘Very good, Father.’

I grip his shaft harder. I arch my body this way and that, running his sensitised crown over my breasts. My nipples. I swipe at it with my tongue as I work him in hard, decisive pumps. The conflict on his beautiful face turns to anguish, then rapture, as he stiffens and groans and shoots his hot seed all over me. I aim it between my breasts and it keeps on coming, spurting over my skin, trickling down my stomach, hitting my jaw, my hair.

I don’t take my eyes off him.

He doesn’t take his eyes off me as I lick his crown clean and slow my thrusts until I’m sure he’s spent.

Then I sit back on my heels, covered in his cum, and I smirk.
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Fr Rafe grabs a throw from the bed and uses it to wipe his primal markings off my body in hasty, jerky movements. He doesn’t do a great job, but I couldn’t care less, because the predatory look in his eyes tells me he has far better treats in store for my body than cleaning it up.

‘Hands and knees,’ he croaks out hoarsely. ‘Edge of the bed.’

I don’t need to be told twice.

I hoist myself up and position myself on my hands and knees, facing away from him. This position puts my pussy on a platter for this beautiful man who’s now presumably damned to all eternity with me.

He’s on his knees on the hard floor in seconds. It’s probably a position he’s found himself in countless times in countless churches, but now, instead of raising his face heavenward in supplication, he’s kneeling behind me and stroking the flesh of my bottom in wonder and pressing his nose to my cunt and inhaling like I’m the most intoxicating drug he’s ever encountered.

He parts my flesh and holds me open to him.

A pause.

Then mouth meets flesh, and I’m undone.

His tongue slices a straight line up my seam, from my clit to my entrance and back. The sensation is such a delicious blend of friction and slick ease, of reverence and downright filth, that I practically come on the spot.

‘Fucking hell,’ he groans against my pussy. ‘So fucking addictive. No wonder you’re dragging so many men to hell with you.’

‘I think I made it worth your while just now,’ I manage with difficulty.

A hand slides around me, caressing my stomach and pinching a nipple, while another finds my entrance. Two fingers ram inside, hard.

‘I’m in charge,’ he tells me. ‘You walked in here reeking of sin and pulling me under with you. Well, now I’m here and I’ve got you right where I want you. You’re fucking mine, do you hear?’

His fingers twist cruelly inside me as his tongue hits my clit, and I gasp in astonishment that sin can feel quite so sublime.

‘Yes, Father,’ I say.

‘I’m going to enthrall you and ravish you and violate you and claim you.’

Twist. Lick.

‘You think you need all these men to keep you satisfied? You don’t. You just need me and my fingers and my tongue and my dick.’

Lick.

Oh my God. I’m spiralling out of control, up and up into some celestial ecstasy.

‘You waltz into my confessional like the fucking queen of all that is forbidden and tempting, and you undo me, and I’m about to give you so much dick that I’ll have you writhing on this bed begging for sweet release like a sinner begging to be let into Heaven. Do you understand?’

Oh my God.

Yes.

Exactly this.

Jesus.

He’s hitting every spot in my head and on my body with his cruel fingers and clever tongue and taunting, intoxicating words.

‘I understand,’ I tell him. ‘I want—I need to come. I need your dick inside me right now.’

‘Fuck me,’ he grits out, and then his lips are sealing to my pussy and his tongue is swiping at my clit, up and down in rough, relentless strokes, and my orgasm hits me like a freight train, painting my world red as unimaginable flames of pleasure engulf my entire body.

He pulls away from me, and I twist my head, panting and bereft, and watch lasciviously the glorious view of Fr Rafe losing his priestly kit. Off comes the collar, and the shirt, and down come the trousers, and then he’s blurring as he closes the distance between us and stands behind me.

A hand comes to my hips and tugs me against him as he presses his gloriously blunt, warm crown to my entrance. I’m still shuddering out the last of my orgasm as he breaches me in a single jagged drive, and holy fucking Lord, everything is now good with the world and the angels are singing their approval because this man is inside me and filling me up with no room to spare.

I groan, low and guttural, and push my bottom back against him. His answering groan is agonised. Carnal. He pulls out of me slowly, before sinking deeply, luxuriously, back inside me.

We both moan. Then there’s the low, familiar but unintelligible incantation of prayer.

‘Are you praying in Latin?’ I ask. ‘It’s a bit late to seek forgiveness.’

‘Trying to hold on,’ he grunts, and I shut up, because I don’t want to focus on anything that is not the slow drags of this man’s dick as it fills me up again and again.

His thrusts pick up pace. They grow impossibly deeper. His fingernails dig into the flesh of my hip. I lower myself onto my elbows and claw at the black sheets.

‘You seductress,’ he mutters as he thrusts. ‘Your body is so fucking luscious. So decadent. So intoxicating. I didn’t stand a chance. I wanted my fingers twisting in your cunt the second I felt you kneeling next to me. Jesus Christ. How our Lord can make a single human so fucking delicious, I do not know.’

His hungry words spin me higher as his drives, profound and elemental, work their magic against the nerve endings hidden deep inside my body for him to find.

We’ve profaned a sacrament. We’ve sullied what should have been a sacred communion of two souls, dragged it down to the mud with us and transformed it into something base and primal.

In theory, anyway.

But I don’t know about the theory, because the practice, this, feels pretty fucking sacred to me. It feels transcendent and mystical and redemptive, as if our souls are simply communing in a way we can feel far more clearly than we can comprehend.

The dirtier he gets, the more crude his whispered curses and admonishments and extortions get, the more roughly he drags that great big dick of his in and out of me, the more I soar and unravel and transform.

And then that blunt, insistent crown provokes my front wall one time too many, and I break, grinding my bottom against his balls and my forehead against the mattress as I take and take and allow the unearthly pleasure to course over me in relentless waves.

I’m contracting around him when he comes emphatically inside me, pulsing and shuddering and crying out and stilling, his lips pressing urgent kisses along my spinal column as his hair brushes the thin skin of my back.

He pulls out of me and helps me down onto my back, tugging me into his arms.

‘I love you,’ my beautiful, depraved priest tells me between hungry kisses. I curl into him and smile against his lips like a cat. I’m spent and well-used and practically purring with satisfaction.

‘I love you too,’ I tell him. ‘Tell me you didn’t envision this when you were eyeing me up at Mummy’s party four years ago.’

His gaze moves lovingly from my face, over my breasts, and comes to rest on my stomach. On the part of my body that gave him a daughter. The skin there isn’t as smooth as I’d like, the muscle not as taut, but he doesn’t care as he strokes it reverently.

‘I didn’t dare dream about any of it,’ he says. ‘Apart from sliding my cock between those gorgeous lips, that is.’

I roll my eyes and pull him as close against me as I can get him. ‘Some things never change. I can’t believe you guys can still justify keeping this massive confessional knocking around.’

He smirks. ‘It gets a lot of use in this place. We started a trend, you know.’

I shrug. ‘I suppose so. Priest corrupts the innocent young penitent who rocks up in his confessional. It’s a hot scenario. It doesn’t get old.’

He massages my stomach tenderly. ‘Nothing innocent about you. And let’s get one thing straight. Tonight, you flat-out corrupted me.’
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CLEAR AND BRIGHT AND LOVE-FILLED


MAX

Horse chestnuts in flower and the man of my dreams strolling next to me.

The presence of our beautiful—and currently absent—girlfriend aside, it’s hard to imagine how one could top this.

The Long Walk at Windsor Castle feels like a different world from London. Even the rarified part of London in which we live, in our brand new, glorious Holland Park villa, can be intense. Here we have sky and space and history, the blue skies and fluffy white clouds as farcically pretty as the castle itself, with its splendid Norman turrets.

I have a picnic basket in one hand and my boyfriend’s hand in the other. We get a few looks as we saunter away from the castle and towards the statue of the copper horse on its hill, but none of them feel ill-meant. Idly curious, more like.

As if I give a flying fuck.

It’s only Darcy’s second Saturday of teaching at her brand-new dance studio. These Saturday morning commitments are a bit of a shame, given my weekdays are intense, but this weekend I have cause to give thanks for her absence.

Because I have a very serious question to put to Dex, and it’s one I cannot ask in Darcy’s presence.

We stop just shy of the copper statue of a mounted King George III. I set down my picnic basket—an old Fortnum’s hamper—and we drop to the grass. It’s mild, if not warm, and the grass is dry.

‘Being out here makes me want a dog,’ Dex muses idly.

I let my gaze linger on him, enjoying the play of sunlight on his face. ‘Couldn’t agree more. What kind of dog do you see yourself with?’

He shrugs. ‘Something big and lean. Athletic. A Vizsla, or a Weimaraner, maybe. I’d like a dog I can really play with.’

‘Me too.’ I brace my weight on one hand and rifle in the picnic hamper. ‘You know Darcy’ll want something tiny and ridiculous, like one of those teacup dogs.’

‘Yeah.’ He laughs. ‘Unfortunately for her, it’s two against one.’

It’s not until I’ve popped a bottle of chilled champagne for us that I pause to consider my opening line. The truth is, I still haven’t decided how to do it.

It’s tricky, proposing to my boyfriend that we propose to our girlfriend. I want this moment to count. I want it to feel special, not tactical. I considered proposing to both of them at once, but some old-fashioned part of me was worried that Dex might resent my depriving him of the opportunity to get down on one knee in front of the woman he loves.

After all, this is a man who’s spent most of his adult life believing he’s destined to settle down with a woman, and the truth is that his relationship with Darcy is the most traditional—the only traditional—part of the amorous dynamic in which he’s found himself. I won’t rob him of a tradition that we may feel inclined to scoff at but which is undoubtedly magical—with the right person, at least.

Nor will I rob our beautiful, attention-loving girlfriend of the opportunity to have two men kneel at her feet and beg her to spend the rest of her life with them.

As we take our first sip of cold champagne, I cast my mind back to that first time at his old flat in the City. To the first time I fucked him, and the first time I told him how deeply I’d felt since I first met him.

I led with my heart that night.

That’s the thing with Dex and Darcy. They make leading with one’s heart feel as safe as it is inevitable.

‘I want you to have all the dogs you want,’ I tell him now, and the emotion choking my voice has him looking up sharply from his drink. ‘I want you to have every fucking thing you want, for the rest of your life—as long as I can be a part of it.’

His eyebrows rise. ‘You okay, hon?’

I exhale sharply through my nose and take his free hand. ‘I will be in a second, when I’ve said what I need to say.’ Once he’s holding my gaze and I’m staring into the clear, gold-green wells of his eyes, the words come more easily. Because I’m incapable of looking at this man and not speaking my truth, not knowing it in my heart.

‘I want to spend the rest of my life with you and Darcy,’ I say. ‘I know this relationship is still new and precious, but I know you both with the most ancient part of my soul. You’re already woven into my DNA. You’re part of my very being and, being the man I am, I want to make that as official as I possibly can. I want us bound so tightly together, the three of us, that nobody can ever prise us apart. What do you say?’

His face is open and perfect, but it’s shell-shocked. ‘You’re asking—’ he starts, and I hasten to spell it out for him beyond any doubt, the words tumbling out as I articulate them.

‘I want to marry you. I want to marry Darcy. I want to never let you go, I want you to promise me you’ll never let me go, and—I want you and I to propose to her together in the most glorious, romantic, ridiculous way we can possibly concoct between the two of us.’

I stop, breathing heavily and taking in the angelic, flawless creature who holds the weight of my entire life’s happiness and purpose in those slim hands of his.

The eyes that have captivated me since I very first saw him flutter closed for a second. ‘Oh my God,’ he moans. ‘Oh my God. Yes please.’

I’m crouching up on my knees before he even finishes speaking, setting down my plastic champagne flute so I can hook a hand around the back of his neck and pull his face to mine. ‘I want to raise dogs with you,’ I tell him against his lips. ‘I want to raise kids with you, I want you and I to turn poor Darcy into a fucking baby factory. I want—now that we’ve got our dream home, I want to fill it…’

He kisses me then, stroking my lips with his and letting me feed him my dreams so he can take them, devour them. I’m unleashed, the tentative fantasies I’ve been allowing myself to cultivate in the quietest, most hopeful recesses of my heart threatening to overwhelm me. I want them to take seed; I want him to hear and to know just how beautiful it can be between the three of us.

I know, because I’ve seen our future, clear and bright and love-filled, and it takes my breath away.
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DEX

I’m lying in long grass, my head in the crook of Max’s arm as he gazes down at me. It’s too early in the year for us to be sprawled on the earth like this, but I’m barely registering my cold arse. How could I, when his head is backlit against the April sun and he’s gazing at me as if I’m almost too precious to be real?

My relationship with Darcy and Max has progressed in a straight line. When the stakes are as high as they were for me, you don’t mess around. Once I pulled my finger out of my arse and accepted my feelings, once I went public to my dad and to the world at large and committed to this love of ours, there was no dallying. No cold feet or question marks.

The three of us have been all in.

I’ve thought about the future, obviously. Fantasised about it, even. We’ve upgraded our living space from Max’s spacious but bland flat to a more meaningful home that fits us better, that feels more permanent. I handed in my notice at Loeb last month to move to Cerulean, the Alchemy founders’ small hedge fund, and free up more time for my relationship. Max and I have funded Darcy’s dance studio. If all of that’s not commitment, I don’t know what is.

Still.

Marriage is an institution I thought I’d walked away from when I set down this path. I’m not naive enough to think for a moment that the three of us can have a legally binding marriage in this country, but I’ve found to my surprise that Max’s proposal carries with it every ounce of the magic and gravitas and innate hope that I’ve always assumed any more traditional marriage proposal would carry.

Far more, to be honest, because marriage has long been something I assumed I’d have to do, just as settling down has.

One doesn’t settle down with Max and Darcy. One shows up. One commits. One buckles the fuck up and laughingly, gleefully, surrenders to what will undoubtedly be the ride of a lifetime.

I never thought I’d find a single person on this planet about whom I felt strongly enough to marry.

I certainly never thought I’d find two.

And I can say, without the slightest hesitation, that until five months ago, I never thought I’d be courageous and unapologetic and open-hearted enough to say yes to a relationship that I know will make my heart sing for decades and decades, throughout this lifetime and into the next.

Max is staring at me as he often does, all sweet intensity and insane longing and hopeless, hopeless adoration. All this man has done since we’ve met is offer one hundred percent of himself to me. All he’s done is give me absolutely everything I’ve wanted and many, many things I never dared to dream of.

Some day soon, probably this year, he will be my husband, and I will be his, and we will hopefully have a sweet, sexy, lighthearted wife to weave her magic and share our joy and keep us on our toes.

I gaze up at him from the crook of his arm and brush my fingers over his temple. ‘How should we propose, do you think? God knows, she’ll want a fucking enormous diamond.’


7


SEXY SECRET SERVICE AGENTS


DEX

Iused to hate secrets.

It’s more than that.

I used to fear secrets. I was fucking terrified of them. Of their power, their insidious toxicity, their ability to shatter lives.

Their presence meant darkness; their absence meant light.

Now, though, I have a really good secret, a seriously juicy one that’s building and building and threatening to tear me apart in the best possible way. It helps that I’m guarding it for all the right reasons, and it helps that I’m sharing it with Max (and not just because he’s a devious, diabolical shit who revels in this stuff).

My newest secret involves the incredible woman lying next to me, a brilliant-cut diamond of epic proportions, and a giant leap of faith.

I lie here on my side, taking her in.

The way the softly diffused light of this Italian morning makes her glow.

The new freckles, the ones that have appeared since we turned up at Lake Como.

The softness of her hair, which is currently pale pink. It looks like cotton candy, in the loveliest possible way, and it brings to mind a naked, debauched Marie Antoinette.

The sheet is pooled around her hip, but I can only see one of her tattoos right now—the swirling, intricate D on her waist, appropriately enough. She’s lying on the M.

I’m enjoying having this secret from her. Rather, I’m enjoying the anticipation of that moment, of how it will feel and what she’ll say and how copiously Max will weep. It makes every little thing feel pregnant with promise. In a minute or two, when I can’t bear the throbbing of my morning wood any longer and I wake her, I’ll move inside her, all the while knowing that we’re on the cusp of asking her to marry us.

It even makes lying here with her feel special. Max has slipped out to source endless roses for our proposal. He didn’t trust the hotel to sort it, so he’s got one of the drivers to take him to some early morning flower market. I’m pretty sure the team at this sumptuous hotel can sort anything it puts its mind to, but that’s Max for you.

Anyway, it gives me a rare moment alone in bed with the woman who will hopefully be my wife soon, and I plan on making the absolute most of it.

She’s exhausted, though. Her new dance studio in Hammersmith opened a few weeks ago, and it’s going great guns. While Max tossed and turned all night—probably nervous about our proposal—Darcy slept like the dead on the other side of me. The intensity of getting the studio up and running and then launching with a full schedule of classes has really taken its toll.

Thank God I’ve only got one more month at Loeb. Working one’s notice isn’t really done in this industry. They usually shut down your email account and kick you out of the door as soon as you tell them you’re going. But, given I’m not going to a competitor, and as a gesture of goodwill on my part after a far shorter tenure than I know Thum wanted or expected, I’ve stayed on for three months to smooth the handover to my successor.

From next month, I’ll be taking the helm at Rafe, Zach and Cal’s hedge fund, Cerulean, helping Darce with the operational side of running a small business, and possibly, hopefully, planning a wedding.

I shift on the crisp white sheets, and she stirs. Watching her surface, return to consciousness, will never lose its allure. I’ll never forget that first sighting of her—the want that hit me right in my solar plexus, the intoxication of her scent, the tinkle of her laugh, and the white-hot fury that coursed through my veins when I discovered that some dickhead had planted a great big love bite on her neck.

The universe certainly has a sense of humour.

Loving Darcy is easy. She makes it easy. She’s dazzling and genuine and so bloody lovable. Sensual. Plainly comfortable in her body and her soul and her desires in a way I was not brought up to be. She draws people in so magnetically they can’t help themselves but fall, and thank fuck Max and I have her to temper our intensity and shine her sunshine.

This feels like a magical little interlude, this moment in time when we haven’t asked her, and she hasn’t said yes, and we haven’t yet embarked on the next stage in our relationship. We’re in a swoony kind of limbo where the world is our oyster and the possibilities for the kind of future we three can forge together are endless.

Planning for a proposal inevitably leads a man to dwell on what comes next. After the wedding, I mean. Let me tell you, Max and I have been having all sorts of baby-related thoughts recently. Seeing Darcy teaching little girls and boys to dance, seeing her shine her light on them, seeing quite how eagerly they flock to her and how easily, how naturally, she engages with them, from goofing around to excellent cuddles and endless patience, only leads to one—persistent—train of thought.

She may have just turned twenty-six, but she has an ageing boyfriend—not me, clearly—who’s pretty fucking broody, so she’d better watch out.

(Even if I can’t help but think someone had better explain basic biology to Max, because if he goes for her arse as often as he does, all she’ll be popping out are baby versions of me. Just saying.)

My knuckles make a featherlight trail down over the soft, soft skin of her stomach, and she smiles in her sleep.

My wife, I mouth silently to myself.
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DARCY

With two boyfriends, I’m no stranger to the joy of a good massage (especially because they almost always have happy endings). But that sweet Italian lady was seriously strong. I feel so light I could float up into the air like a balloon.

The boys booked me this massage as a treat, and it turns out I needed every single moment of it. Teaching five-year-olds how to dance isn’t exactly strenuous in itself, but running a business full time is, and I’ve been knackered and not a little wound up this spring.

I finish applying my makeup in the spa’s beautifully lit changing room. I haven’t taken too much sun, but there’s a dusting of freckles across my nose and cheeks that Dex seems obsessed with, and my shoulders are golden. The boys told me they have a surprise for me before we dine alfresco on the gorgeous terrace that overlooks Lake Como. What it is, I have no clue, but it motivates me to take my time brushing black mascara over my lashes and dusting shimmery illuminating powder onto my collarbones.

My dress for this evening is long and silver. It goes perfectly with my new pale pink hair and is both supremely classy and outrageously sexy. I give myself one last appraising shimmy in the mirror before heading upstairs to the penthouse. Max claims he booked it because it had the biggest bed in the hotel, but we know he can’t help spoiling us. If he has an opportunity to indulge me and Dex, he always takes it.

I smile to myself as I get my key card out. I wonder if they’re ready for dinner yet, if they’re hanging out together on our private terrace, looking debonair and fuckable, or whether they’re still fucking each other in the shower.

My mind drifts back to sex with Dex this morning—sleepy and intense and so stunningly intimate. The memory of how he pinned my wrists above my head as he moved inside me assaults me. From the moment I opened my eyes, he was looking at me like he couldn’t believe I was real. Honestly, that man is too good to be true.

They both are.

I walk into the penthouse’s lobby and through to the main drawing room, my brain trying to compute what it sees as I do. My boys, both in black tie, both so beautiful it hurts my heart. They’re just standing there, waiting for me, smiling at me, their hands crossed over their crotch areas in a position that makes them look a bit like sexy Secret Service agents.

Behind them, around them, all I can see are white flowers. Masses of them, arranged in vases and spilling out of wine buckets and strewn on tabletops. Their incredible scent fills the air.

I put down the tote bag carrying all my stuff and gape at them. ‘What’s going on, guys?’ I ask in a shaky voice, because this is something big.

Max holds out his hand. ‘Come here, sweetheart.’

I drift over, and Dex’s smile gets wider while Max’s face grows more serious. Max snags my hand and squeezes it, his thumb rubbing my knuckles.

‘We have something to ask you.’

My heart stops. I look between them. I can’t explain the feeling I’m getting, except to say it’s like my heart is melting and oozing heavenly warmth throughout my veins. Thicker than blood—more like treacle.

‘Is that so?’ I ask, my voice shaky to my ears.

They glance at each other, and then Max releases my hand so they can both sink to one knee in front of me.

Oh my God.

Oh my God.

They’re kneeling on the thick pile of the rug, their perfect, wonderful faces upturned and their eyes on me. The love is radiating out of them. It’s tangible.

I put my hands over my mouth and nose like I’m crafting an oxygen mask. I think I need a paper bag.

Dex reaches into the inner breast pocket of his jacket and pulls out a little black velvet box, and I burst into messy, preemptive tears.

‘Hey,’ Max says. ‘Here, sweetheart.’ He holds out his hand, and I wipe my cheek before taking it and letting him squeeze it. ‘Dex?’ he prompts.

Dex smiles at me, and it’s the smile of an angel. He opens the box single-handedly without breaking eye contact, and I spy a massive, dazzling mass inside. ‘We love you so much, Darce, and we want to ask you if you’ll marry us. Be our wife?’

I can’t give them the answer I want to give them because I’m too busy crying, and now the mascara I toiled over downstairs is streaking all over my hand, and I couldn’t give a shit, because I’m so happy. I’m so happy. My heart is filling, and fizzing, and that warmth is everywhere, and I didn’t know it was possible to feel so unbelievably, completely, radiantly happy.

‘Oh, angel,’ Dex says, getting to his feet and wrapping his arms around me as Max follows and tugs us both into a big, messy hug. ‘Please don’t cry. We love you so much.’

Max kisses the top of my head, and I tilt my face to look up at him. ‘We want it to be the three of us together, forever,’ he says, his expression still serious, his eyes scanning my face. ‘What do you say? It’ll be one hell of an adventure, but I can’t imagine living without you. Him either.’ He jerks his head at Dex. ‘It would be a fucking nightmare without you two.’

‘Of course I’ll marry you!’ I say. ‘Oh my God, how could I not want to marry you?’ My voice sounds snotty, but they don’t seem to care, because they’re tugging me tighter, and kissing me, and kissing each other, and then they’re both crying, too. We stand there in this giant soppy, weepy hug, and it feels like the best, most miraculous thing in the world.

I can’t believe we get to have this forever.
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MAX

The lake is a rich cobalt blue at this time of night, the various villages that border it picked out in the pretty glow of their lights. I’d have us stay here forever if I could, sunbathing and taking scenic boat trips and eating pasta as if our lives depended on it.

I’d keep them here forever, in this bubble where there’s no work and no tabloids and no one who’s not Dex or Darcy.

But if I have to return to the real world at some point, I can only tolerate doing so with them.

We’re sitting at the edge of the hotel’s terrace, away from the other diners and next to the ancient stone balustrade, tucking into excellent seafood and chilled white wine. The evening is balmy, and the air is still, and my heart is so full I can scarcely bear it. Of all the deals I’ve closed throughout my life, this is the one that makes me the proudest—and the most relieved.

She said yes. Dex said yes, too, when I proposed it to him.

‘Do you mind that we planned it behind your back?’ Dex asks Darcy, and she smiles.

‘Not in the slightest. It was really romantic. A double proposal—what girl could say no to that?’

We’ve talked about the future plenty over the past six or seven months. It’s not something we’ve ever shied away from. But I suppose Dex and I are traditionalists at heart, however unorthodox the circumstances of this relationship the three of us have built. It was important to us that we do this the old-fashioned way. And that, to us, meant a trip to Graff on Old Bond Street and a devious plan involving an Italian lake and bucketloads of flowers.

‘The plan was most definitely not for you to say no,’ I say drily, and she and Dex both laugh. She glances down at her ring again and tilts her hand back and forth so the diamond sitting on her long finger catches the candlelight. I look on approvingly. It’s a beauty—a brilliant-cut solitaire on a band of pavé.

‘Not to be that person,’ she goes on, still admiring her ring, ‘but I assume we can’t actually legally get married.’

‘Unfortunately not,’ Dex says, reaching across to take her hand. I set my mouth in a grim line, because the British government’s views on polygamy aren’t where I’d like them to be, to say the least.

‘So what shall we actually do?’ she asks, turning to me. It makes me inordinately happy that that’s her default, that they both believe me to be capable of looking out for them. Of solving all their problems in life.

‘Let’s get this straight, sweetheart,’ I say, setting down my fork and reaching out both my hands. They each take one, so we’re in a circle. A circle connected by flesh and blood and love. ‘A legally-binding marriage is just about financial and legal protection, really. It’s about tax breaks, and equitable asset splits in the event of a divorce, and custody of children, of course, as well as protecting your loved one when one of you dies.

‘We can deal with all that. We’ll take the tax hits, we’ll put some private legal agreements in writing, and we’ll redo our wills.’

‘I don’t have a will,’ Darcy offers, and I roll my eyes.

‘Of course you don’t.’

‘I’m twenty-six and childless. It’s not like I have anything to give away, anyway,’ she says, and Dex smirks.

‘She’s got a point.’

‘You’ll have plenty to give away when I’ve finished with you,’ I say sternly, and she smiles her adoring smile.

‘Don’t give me all your money, baby. You know I’m irresponsible with it.’

‘As long as you’re responsible with my heart, both of you, that’s all I care about,’ I tell them, and it’s true. Nothing else matters. We have money coming out of our ears. The financial and legal stuff is immaterial. ‘What matters is that we’re making a lifelong commitment to each other.’

Darcy frowns. ‘And kids? What happens if we have kids?’

‘When we have kids,’ Dex corrects her smilingly, and he and I exchange an amused look, because there’s no fucking way we’re not impregnating the hell out of this woman.

‘When we have kids,’ she agrees with a huge grin.

‘Well, one of us will be the biological father, so we’ll have full rights,’ I point out.

‘So we just have a commitment ceremony?’ she asks.

‘We have a beautiful, heartfelt ceremony wherever in the world we want,’ I tell her, ‘and when we promise ourselves to each other for all eternity, I vow to you it will be more special than any vows ever pledged in any church or town hall.’

‘And then we have a huge party,’ Dex says, looking misty-eyed and squeezing my hand hard, ‘with everyone who loves us.’

‘Your dad’s NFI, obviously,’ I say, and we all laugh.

‘Obviously. But Mum’ll be there.’

‘Yes she will.’ Lauren is a lovely woman, and I’m pretty fucking confident I won her over with my considerable charm the moment Darcy and I met her.

But Darcy’s frowning again. ‘You two should get married, though. Legally, I mean.’

‘How so?’ I ask her, but I don’t fail to notice how my heart skips at the mere idea of Dex being my husband in the eyes of the law.

‘Hear me out. First, it gives whoever isn’t the legal father of any of our children more rights, but secondly, if you can do it, you should. I could never choose which one of you to marry, and anyway, it’s a bit meh for me to get married. We’ve been able to do that for centuries, you know? But same-sex marriage has only been legal for, like, a decade. It’s a stand you should take—if you can do it, you should.’

My heart is, impossibly, swelling even more at her generosity of spirit. ‘But I want it to be equitable between the three of us,’ I protest. ‘I don’t ever, ever want you to feel less than.’

‘Exactly,’ Dex says. ‘It changes the balance of the relationship.’

But she’s shaking her head. ‘That’s the whole point. It makes it more balanced, not less—it’s a step towards making sure you guys have all the rights you should have. It’s just a piece of paper, like you said. You get covered, and then we all make our vows together in the way that matters.’

When we hesitate, she presses on. ‘Seriously. People fought hard for this. Take your rights. And if you think there’s the slightest chance I’ll ever stand for being a third wheel, you’re deluded.’

I laugh, and Dex grins with a face full of tears. ‘We’d never, ever be that delusional.’

‘I suppose you have a point,’ I muse. ‘About the legal side of it. I hadn’t thought of that.’ I hadn’t allowed myself to think about it, I suppose, because I was looking for an equitable solution for the three of us, but she’s right.

‘You’re welcome,’ Darcy says, blowing me a kiss. ‘At least we’ve got one fine strategic brain among the three of us.’
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LAID BARE


GEN

Anton Wolff is a sight to behold.

I can tell by the slow, rhythmical rise and fall of his bare chest that he’s drifted off to sleep as he dries off.

It’s no surprise he’s tired. He’s just completed fifty lengths in his pool. That’s after having spent most of last night fucking me six ways till Sunday.

It’s also no surprise that Anton’s swimming technique is on a par with his technique in all other aspects of his life. That is powerful, borderline aggressive, flawlessly executed, and, obviously, sexy as fuck.

I’m happy he’s dozing. It gives me a chance to obsess over his perfect physicality in a way I can never, ever get enough of. Although I could spend the rest of my life obsessing over him, and it still wouldn’t be enough.

Two years on, I know that much to be true.

Sometimes, it feels as though Anton will never stop unravelling me. Stripping me bare. Unveiling yet new layers of vulnerability and, yes, emotion in me. And I know I’ll find the courage to take those steps.

To let him.

Because in this man’s hands, in his arms, I lose my fear. His fearlessness is as infectious as his passion. His light surrounds me like a blazing sun.

He dazzles me.

And when he does, I am freed from my demons and insecurities and from the past walls I built for myself.

They lie in a pile of rubble at my feet, because Anton and I are finally aligned on one front.

Neither of us wants there to be a single thing between us.

I raise myself up onto one elbow on the daybed we’re sharing. It’s actually the same bed he bent me over and fucked me on that very first evening, when I finally gave into this insane pull between us.

How far we’ve come since that animosity, that game of cat and mouse.

These days, the mouse rolls over every single time for her husband.

As I gaze down at him, I smile to myself. And yeah, my smile is smug as fuck. Because there is no one on the planet like this man, and, by some unfathomable miracle, he’s all mine.

Those long, thick lashes of his flutter slightly as he sleeps, the late afternoon sun casting shadows over his cheeks. His dark hair is still damp and raked messily off his face. He has his arms up and crossed behind his head in a cradle. In repose, that obscenely handsome, expressive face of his is more peaceful, his features less craggy. The double laughter lines I love so much are visible.

The dimples are not.

His lips are full and sensual. His skin is tanned and golden. I suspect he’ll still be tanned in the middle of winter, although our annual trip to his place in Mustique will help.

I continue my perving, dragging my eyes down his glorious body. He’s in great shape for someone who’s celebrated his half-century. When he’s in London, he has a weights-heavy PT session three times a week before work at his home gym and favours lunchtime runs, his preferred loop being around Green Park and St James’ Park, though he treats these more as stress management than workouts.

Whatever he’s doing, it works. He has the stamina of a man half his age.

Especially in bed.

I snag my lower lip between my teeth as I survey the masterpiece in front of me. I’m practically drooling. He’s in one of his many pairs of Orlebar Brown swim shorts today—the ones printed with Slim Aaron’s iconic photograph of the pool at Anton’s favourite place, Eden Roc. The blues and whites look fantastic against his skin, but I’m far more interested in what lies beneath.

He’s mine.

The realisation hits me once again with force. I’m not sure if or when I’ll ever stop being bowled over by it. We’ve fucked so much, but it’s these moments of quiet intimacy that feel like the real indulgence.

I can’t get enough of them.

I could never, ever tire of being like this with Anton. Quiet. Peaceful. Intimate. He shows the world his fierce side. I’ve never met anyone who is on so much of the time. And, at the start, that fierceness was all he showed me, too.

That our relationship has shifted to this is probably the greatest gift he could have given me.

Later this afternoon, we’ll travel into town to act as witnesses for Max’s civil wedding to Dex, and tomorrow, we’ll make the mile-or-so journey to the Hôtel du Cap Eden Roc for the main event: watching my sister marry the loves of her life. There will be much merriment and feasting and dancing, and it will be fan-fucking-tastic, of that I have no doubt.

But for the next hour or so, it’s me and my husband and birdsong and sunlight on water, and I’m determined to savour every moment.

I scoot closer to him and lay my head on his chest, throwing my leg over his hairy thighs and trailing my knuckles over the sun-warmed skin of his flat stomach and the line of soft hair that intersects it. His shorts are damp, but his skin is dry. He shifts in his sleep, making a low, sleepy noise of pleasure before extricating one arm so he can wrap it tightly around me.

His heart beats evenly against my ear. I’m cocooned in this paradise that is proximity to Anton. I’m happy in a most un-Gen-like way: deliriously. Head-spinningly. I turn my head so I can kiss the smattering of dark hair on his chest. He has one or two greys, and I like that. It’s distinguished.

‘I love you,’ I whisper against his skin. I love you so much it’s terrifying.

I feel blindly for the fastener at the top of his shorts and flick it open before taking care of his zip. I will give this man everything I have. I will let him bleed me dry. I have never in my life been so unfailingly focused on the happiness and pleasure of another human being before.

And I know for a fact this will bring him both happiness and pleasure.

I slide my hand down through his open shorts and find, with gratification, that he’s already hardening.

Excellent.

I tug myself out of his grasp so I can kiss a path between his pecs and down his stomach as I find his balls. He shifts again and groans in pleasure.

Yep.

Thought that might wake him up.

Then I’m rearing up on my knees and making my way down the bed so I can tug his shorts off. He reaches for a throw pillow and wedges it under his head so he can survey me with sleepy interest.

‘Get that off,’ he says with a dirty look at my one-piece, and I laugh.

‘Certainly.’

It’s just the two of us here. Anton sent Céd and Jean-Jacques home after lunch. They get a lot of time off these days, which works for everyone.

Because now I can play with my man however I want.

I take off my swimming costume and kneel, naked, between Anton’s legs. He’s fully hard now, precum beading at the tip of his dick. If I didn’t know him, I’d suspect he had a secret Viagra stash. He’s ridiculous.

His dick is standing to attention, and I cup my breasts and lean forward so I can envelop his length in their pillowy softness for a moment as I stick my tongue out far enough to lick his slit. I don’t have any lube, so this is just a warm-up, but I know the sight of his dick trapped between my breasts will drive Anton wild.

Sure enough, his expression goes feral. ‘Fuck,’ he hisses. ‘Look at you. Jesus, sweetheart. Work it.’

I slide him up and down against my skin a couple of times, but there’s not enough lubrication, so I wrap my hand tightly around his rock-hard shaft instead and run my lips and tongue over his swollen, leaking tip.

Mmm. I love doing this to him so much. I love his musky, masculine taste. The velvety softness of his crown against my mouth and the smoothness of the skin on his improbably hard length. I love that it feels empowering and demeaning in equal measure to be sucking the cock of this powerful, passionate, and endlessly demanding man. Any minute now, he’ll⁠—

Called it. He rears up onto his elbows so he can reach forward and fist a handful of my hair. He is such a control freak. He can’t bear giving me carte blanche for a moment. I snigger inwardly while I also brace myself for what’s coming.

I can tell he’s trying to hold off. Trying to make this last. Trying not to force me down the whole way. But he fails. It’s with a deep exhale of surrender that he pushes my head down so I’m taking as much of him as I can.

Yes. I open as wide for him as possible, gagging and catching myself as he bottoms out at the back of my throat.

‘Fuuuck,’ he grits out as I flex around him.

I love reducing him to this. It turns me on so much to have Anton in my mouth. To bring that animalistic side of him to the fore. I drag my lips up his shaft, swirling my tongue around his tip and inhaling sharply before he shoves me down again.

And so it continues. I work him with everything I have as he begins to spiral out of control beneath me. And when it gets too much for him, when my nakedness and my linguistic skills grow too tempting, he drags me up his body and flips us over, flattening me on the mattress and pinning my wrists above my head with one hand as he stares down at me.

His gaze is beyond hungry. Beyond predatory. I squirm in anticipation and delight, because this is all I’ve ever wanted. Surrendering to Anton is my favourite state. The one that feeds my soul. The one I’ll never tire of.

I need it as much as he does.

My legs are spread, my knees raised. He shoves inside me like a man who’s been pushed to the brink, and the feeling of him filling me up is like nothing I’ve ever known. My conscious narrows to him. Inside me. Around me. Above me, ranged over me as the punishing thrusts keep on coming, his eyes all pupil.

If Anton Wolff is a lot in general, then being fucked by him is the most intense experience I could conceive of. Submitting to him so wholly, giving him everything he demands from me, has my arousal spiralling out of control, the ache flooding my nervous system as I keep my eyes on him.

Just the way he loves.

Just the way he’s demanded of me, ever since that first orgasm I gave him on his conference table.

I drink him in through my glazed, love-drunk haze.

‘God,’ I manage. ‘I’m so close. Darling, I’m⁠—’

He swallows my words with a ferocious kiss, his mouth devouring me hungrily as his powerful body drives into me, over and over, until waves of heat course through me, taking my mind and my body hostage. I arch into him as my orgasm rips through me and obliterates everything.

Almost everything.

‘I love you,’ I pant frantically against his mouth as he follows me over the edge, every muscle in his body going rigid as he pumps his climax into me. ‘I love you so much.’

His mouth finds mine as he releases my wrists and strokes my hair. ‘Fuck,’ he grunts out. ‘That was—Jesus.’

We’re silent for a moment, his lips moving against my hair before he lowers them to my ear. ‘You are my whole world, sweetheart,’ he whispers, his voice rough with emotion. ‘Everything. Always.’

He collapses on top of me, and I wrap my legs and arms around him.

He’s my whole world, too.
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A PISSING CONTEST, BUT WITH CUM


DEX

There are two people in the world who see me clearly.

There are two people who know my real soul, who feel its truth deep in their own souls, who love it for what it is and not for anything it has ever tried or pretended or presumed to be.

And I’m marrying both of them this weekend.

Technically, or in the eyes of the French legal system, at least, I married one of them yesterday afternoon. The civil ceremony between me and Max may have been a privilege I could not have dared to hope for or dream of even a couple of years ago, but wasn’t the main event for me. For any of us.

No. That will come in an hour, in a flowery, shady bower in the gardens of the Hôtel du Cap, where the three of us are staying for the week. Because a civil wedding between two men may be cause for celebration in this new reality of mine, but a humanist wedding between two men and the woman they both love is endgame for us.

It’s the reason we’re here, and it’s the reason so many of our loved ones have flown down to the South of France. Later, when I look both Max and Darcy in the eye and recite my vows to them, is the moment when all that I am, my heart’s every desire and my life’s very purpose, will be illuminated for everyone to see and hear.

Yesterday was bittersweet, if I’m honest. The awe I felt at standing opposite Max as the notary at the Hôtel de Ville in Antibes pronounced us legally married was tempered a little by the fact that Darcy couldn’t be a part of that ceremony with us.

I mean, she was physically a part of it. I didn’t let go of her hand the whole time I stood there, not even when Max kissed me at the end. And we intentionally kept the ceremony as perfunctory, as bureaucratic as possible. It was a case of shoring up our rights, cementing our legal status, and protecting our future selves as fully as possible in the eyes of the British legal system.

We only had two witnesses present—Gen and Anton. Slightly ironic, since Gen had to stand there and watch her sister be excluded from the legal proceedings, a fact for which no amount of circular discussions over the past four months, since our engagement, could really compensate.

Today will be different.

Today, we’ll partake in a ceremony we’ve designed specifically to ensure an equal part for all three of us.

It will be joyous and love-filled.

It will be light-hearted and grave all at once.

It will be us.

As I fumble with my white tie, I glance at my brand-new husband in the mirror. For all the shit I’ve just spouted about today being the main event, I’ve been remarkably guilty of whispering that word to myself over and over for the past twenty-four hours.

Max is my husband.

I am Max’s husband.

And I’m not the only guilty party.

‘How does it feel to take your husband’s cock?’ he crooned in my ear last night as he pinned me facedown on our huge bed and fucked me senseless, Darcy smiling in post-orgasmic bliss right beside us.

I doubt I lasted point-five of a second before coming all over the sheets at those words.

When you’ve had the upbringing I’ve had, and you’ve spent your life believing that the things you want are wrong and sinful and dirty and abnormal, having the most beautiful man in the world whisper that in your ear as he fucks your arse feels like nirvana.

Max’s eyes meet mine. His white tie is, of course, immaculate. So is his hair. He looks patrician and debonair and so handsome he steals the breath from my lungs. So perfect, he makes me want to sink to my knees and pay homage to him with this mouth he adores so much.

The look he gives me tells me there is not the slightest divergence between our thoughts right now.

‘Want me to have a go?’ he offers.

I drop my hands from the ends of my tie in defeat. I’m usually pretty good at this stuff—the benefits of an elite all-male education—but I can’t pull it together enough to get this tie to line up just the way I want it.

‘Please. I want it to be perfect.’

‘I know you do, love.’ He steps towards me and cups my jaw in his hands, tilting my face up to his. ‘But it doesn’t need to be, you know? No one will be looking at your tie, I promise. Because you are perfect, and you are radiant.’ He kisses me lightly on the lips, and his words and his mouth and his eyes have my entire body turning to jelly. ‘Remember that.’

‘I love you so much,’ I say, my voice shuddery. Since giving myself over to Max and Darcy completely, it’s as if my body has become nothing but a vessel from which to pour a relentless stream of molten love for these two people.

I can’t stop telling them how I feel.

I can’t stop showing them how I feel.

‘And I love my husband,’ he says, getting to work on my bowtie without dropping my gaze.

The H word sends a full-body shiver through me.

Will it ever stop feeling like a miracle?

I doubt it.

Eventually, his eyes drop to the job at hand, and I have the extraordinary pleasure of feasting on him at close range. His skin is an even, golden brown from a summer spent sailing and fucking and sunbathing as much as the three of us could manage despite the demands of Wolff, Cerulean and Darcy’s dance studio. The ends of his eyelashes are sun-bleached, and those lips, pressed together in concentration, have me aching. I want so badly to run my tongue along their seam and coax them open.

I want other things, too.

‘There we go,’ he says finally, tugging at the tie and training that intense blue stare back on my face. He pauses. ‘You’re a fucking vision.’

We stand there, drinking each other in.

‘I want to show you,’ I mutter brokenly, reaching between us to cup him between his legs. ‘I want to taste your cum in my mouth when I’m saying my vows.’

Really, I want to feel the painful shadows of his dick in my ass and his scratches down my back and his bites on my neck, my shoulders, but we both promised Darcy faithfully that we’d keep the battle scars for after the most important event of our lives.

I’ve said it before, but Max and I are animals together. We cannot leave each other the fuck alone. I asked Darcy once if it bothered her, if she felt jealous, and she screamed with laughter. ‘Jesus Christ, no,’ she said. ‘You’re doing me a favour. Knock yourselves out. You honestly think I could keep the two of you satisfied at that level by myself? I’d be crippled and incontinent, probably. Having fifty percent of each of you is just about all I can manage.’

I’d say she takes us both beautifully, but I get it. If Max and I use each other to fuck out our respective insatiability and keep the best bits for Darcy, then I can live with myself and the dynamics of this relationship.

Max hardens, predictable as clockwork, under my hand. ‘Is that right, you pretty, perfect thing?’

‘You know it is. And I know you wouldn’t have it any other way, either.’ I grin cheekily, closing the rest of the gap between us and whispering in his ear as I massage his thickening cock. ‘So you don’t like it when a man touches you, eh?’

They’re the words he said to me that day in my former office as he hauled me up against the wall and palmed my cock.

His hand comes around my neck, quick as a flash. ‘I only like it when you touch me. Get on your knees like the shameless little slut you are and get my dick out. Quick. Darcy? Darce. We need you.’

‘Coming!’ she cries from the bathroom, where she’s applying her makeup. A professional stylist has been in to do her hair this morning—now back to the glossy auburn colour it was when we met—but she insisted on doing her own makeup. Not that she needs much, in my opinion, with that perfect skin and golden tan, the light dusting of freckles that so captivated me that first time at Alchemy adorning her nose and cheekbones.

As I get to my knees like my new husband’s good little slut, I glance at the vision approaching us. Our fiancée’s hair is loose and artfully curled to look natural. Small white flowers—gardenias, I believe, based on the portions of floral discussions from which I managed not to zone out—adorn her hair like little stars. She’s barefoot and in her wedding gown, and Christ alive.

She is positively celestial. At the very least, she looks like the most ethereal member of fae royalty.

I pause with my fingers on Max’s flies as we both gape at our bride.

‘Fucking hell, sweetheart,’ he mutters.

She halts a few feet away. I think our intense stares have made her suddenly self-conscious. ‘Do you like it?’

‘Like it?’ I go to rise, but Max holds me where I am with an imperious hand on my shoulder. ‘You look like an angel. You look—otherworldly. Doesn’t she, Max?’

‘You’ve always been the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, but today you’re like nothing else on earth,’ he says, his voice strangled.

It’s true. I’ve seen her gown—it’s been hanging in the giant closet in this suite all week. There’s nothing conventional about this relationship, so we haven’t bothered with traditions such as sequestering the wedding dress—or the blushing bride, for that matter—away from the grooms.

The dress is a gorgeous, gauzy thing, but seeing it on our fiancée’s insane, dance-honed body is another experience entirely. It’s only now I realise that, while the bottom half may be long and ethereal, the top half is pretty fucking tiny. It’s completely backless, and the front swoops far below her breasts.

Max holds out a hand, and I watch from my low vantage point as she steps forward to take it.

‘Look at you guys,’ she says, a dreamy smile creeping over her face as her gaze darts between the two of us. ‘God. I can’t believe I’m getting you both. This is crazy, right?’

She slides a hand around my neck as she squeezes Max’s hand. He releases it and hooks her towards him with an arm around her waist.

‘Dex is going to suck me off, but I need your cunt,’ he orders her, and Jesus Christ how I love this, how I live for Max orchestrating these filthy little moments between the three of us, playing us like a puppet master.

I slide a hand up the silken skin of Darcy’s leg, bunching the gauzy fabric as I do. When I reach the top, I cup her glorious arse before feeling between her cheeks. ‘She’s bare,’ I inform Max like the good little soldier I am. It shouldn’t be a surprise. Darcy is definitely not the virginal underwear type of bride, nor is she the sexy underwear type. Our girl is the happy-go-lucky, easy access type.

‘Good,’ he barks. ‘Take me out.’

I wait until he’s secured the handful of frothy fabric from me before unzipping and unbuckling him. He’s straining at his boxer briefs—as am I, believe me. When I tug the elasticated waistband down, he springs out, hard and hot and ready for my mouth.

A glance upwards shows me that Darcy’s draping the fabric of her skirt over one arm, holding it high enough that her smooth pussy is accessible to both of us and widening her stance. I hum my approval before wrapping my fingers around my husband’s cock and sticking my tongue out to lick through his slit.

He bucks. Curses ripely. And once again, the glory of having this effect on this man floors me.

As I wrap my mouth around him, he stiffens further. I suck hungrily, inhaling that warm, musky scent I can never get enough of. I keep my other hand wrapped around Darcy’s calf, tethering myself to her, so I feel her leg jerk as Max presumably finds her pussy. She still has her hand curled around my neck, and I love it. I love when it moves to my shoulder and she digs her fingernails in, finding purchase in the midst of the onslaught to which Max is subjecting her.

A glance to my left shows his supple fingers moving between her long legs, disappearing inside her body, and I have the ridiculous and, by now, familiar sensation of being equally jealous of both of them. I want to finger fuck her just as I want Max’s cruel fingers jamming and twisting inside me. My arse aches for them even while my mouth is full of him.

‘Help me, Dex,’ Max says, reading my mind as usual. ‘She’s giving her entire future to the two of us today. I think that warrants a thoroughly good orgasm, don’t you?’

I moan my agreement, because this dynamic gets me off just as much as being Max’s little fuck toy. I want Darcy’s pussy so full of our fingers and our touch that she spirals into sensory overwhelm.

I want her totally ignorant of where Max ends and I begin.

So I snake my hand up her legs and encounter her soaked, plump flesh and his wet, clever fingers. I intertwine them with mine, stroking Darcy with my hand and Max with my mouth, listening to the cacophony of moans from her and grunts from him, until he’s clawing at my hair and emptying himself down my throat in a volley of spurts that have me gagging and moaning and thrusting into thin air with my need to hump something, anything.

It’s so much, you see, her wet flesh and his relentless dick.

It’s too much.

Darcy comes apart a moment later under the chaotic ministrations of two men who are way too aroused to be dextrous in this moment. But I suspect she loves the onslaught, welcomes our loss of control, relishes that feeling of having our entangled fingers clawing and pressing and pumping in a mindless, insistent jumble.

Her unabashed, delirious cries certainly suggest so, in any case. With the triple set of French doors in this suite all flung wide open to the gardens and the sea, I’d say every guest at our wedding is privy to how deeply we can satisfy our bride.

‘Fuck, that was hot,’ Max says with a sigh as I dry my fingers on Darcy’s thigh before tucking Max back into the suit in which he’ll pledge his entire future to us. He nudges me up with a hand wedged into my armpit, and I stand, willingly.

The three of us stare at each other. I’m diamond-hard, on such a knife-edge of arousal that even looking at my husband and almost-wife in their post-orgasmic states puts me at risk of messing up my extremely nice Givenchy trousers.

‘How shall we get Dex off, sweetheart?’ Max drawls, addressing Darcy but keeping his eyes on me.

‘I think we should do it together,’ she says, and my gaze flits to her. She’s all dewy-skinned and orgasm-flushed, and fuck knows I can’t wait to get that dress off her later.

‘Good idea.’ Max is already moving briskly behind me. ‘Let’s try to avoid bodily fluids on the wedding couture, shall we? Dex, baby, show me how far you can come on that floor.’

That floor is a stunning French oak parquet on which time and love have bestowed a beautiful lustre. It stretches in front of me to the trio of French doors with their flowing drapes and azure vista.

‘Do guys actually do that?’ Darcy asks, amusement on her face. ‘Like a pissing contest, but with cum?’ She unbuckles my belt and shoves down trousers and briefs alike, wrapping her slim fingers around my rock-hard dick. I groan at the bliss of it.

‘Depends on what school you went to,’ Max says smoothly, stepping in behind me. ‘But I’m happy to take Dex on whenever he likes, for your visual titillation, sweetheart.’ His chest is to my back, his jaw rests against my cheekbone, and he wraps an arm around my waist and the hand of that arm around Darcy’s. There’s a spitting sound, and then he wedges his other hand between us, parting my cheeks and pushing a wet finger into the place in my body that has for so long been a source of shame and is now a sure-fire way to have me soaring through the roof.

The moan I make as it forces its way into that tight space echoes off the walls. Another treat for anyone enjoying the hotel gardens right now.

‘Better step to the side,’ Max warns Darcy. ‘No one wants to see the bride walk down the aisle with cum dripping down her dress.’ He’s still working that finger deeper and deeper inside me, despite the tightness of this angle.

I let out a humiliated snort as Darcy steps to one side, resting her chin on my shoulder as she slides her hand up and down my dick.

‘Do you need lube?’ she murmurs in my ear.

‘I’m good.’ This will be quick, and I relish the burn, the chafe, of her skin on mine.

‘He’s Catholic,’ Max drawls into my other ear. ‘He likes a little pain with his pleasure, don’t you, love? You can atone before you’ve even shot your load all over the floor like a fucking schoolboy. Do it hard, Darce. Make that dick burn. Let’s make the last time before he’s damned for all eternity count.’

His hand is still closed tightly over Darcy’s, egging her on. Making her jack me off harder, faster, as he continues to manoeuvre that finger inside me. I stand there, braced and useless and awe-struck at how quickly these two can weave their magic and diffuse me into ecstatic nothingness.

When I was a younger man with disinterested thoughts of some far-off, not particularly desirable “wedding day”, I suppose I imagined our parish church in Knightsbridge and an inevitable (if Dad had his way) Latin Mass.

I did not fathom a spellbinding woman and captivating man masturbating me with their clever fingers and filthy words, urging me to ejaculate every ounce of shame and desire and confusion and denial I’ve ever felt onto the lustrous wood of our sinfully lavish wedding suite.

When I come, it’s with pleasure strangling the words in my throat so they jerk out choked and anguished and enraptured. Darcy’s nuzzling her face into my neck as I shoot rope after white rope onto the centuries-old parquet, while my diabolical husband clamps those even white teeth of his around my opposite earlobe, that halo of pain feeling more heavenly than any celestial pardon could.

I shudder and pant and jerk, my body and my heart and my soul bound by these two people as I let them milk me for everything I’m worth.

After all, that’s what they’ve been doing since the moment I met them. I’m hollowed out for them, cleansed for them.

An olden-day version of me—or a more saintly current-day one—would have attended confession before participating in the Sacrament of Marriage.

For this version, spent and sated and floored with emotion, Max and Darcy’s act of love feels even more symbolic.

Max sucks my smarting earlobe into his mouth as he slides his finger out of my body.

‘Well,’ he says, peering over my shoulder at the evidence of my orgasm spattered across the floor, ‘that looks like a good five or six feet. Not too shabby, husband.’

I bow my head and laugh.
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I TAKE THESE MEN


DARCY

Put three people with wildly differing worldviews in a room to discuss their vision for the most momentous day of their lives, and you get some interesting discussions.

You have Dex, whose ultra-Catholic upbringing traumatised him but also left its mark on him in terms of the rituals, the sacraments, that feel meaningful to him. The ingredients that, in his mind, make a ceremony official.

You have Max, who likes to think he’s avant garde but is really far more a part of the establishment than he cares to admit, and is quite conventional in his own way.

And then you’ve got me, child of the earth, baby witch, boho AF and utterly disinterested in any kind of crusty, predictable traditions, religious or secular.

Hmm.

The one thing we all agreed on when we started sharing our hopes and dreams for our wedding day, though, was this:

While we didn’t want our wedding ceremony to be in any way procedural or box-ticky (I know, not a word) or pompous, we did want it to feel grave. Portentous. Magical.

Basically, there was no way it was going to be religious, but we absolutely wanted it to feel spiritual. We wanted everybody there to feel that elevated, spine-tingling sense of wonder that’s palpable when three people love each other and promise to be with each other for the rest of their lives.

And by God, have we achieved that.

As I walk down the aisle, which has been made from white wooden boards laid over the green, springy lawn in these beautiful gardens, a spine-tingling sense of wonder is all I feel. Overhead is a canopy of fragrant pines, their branches swaying gently in the September breeze. To my right and left, our family and friends sit in a riot of white tie and colourful gowns, their necks craned as I crush my dad’s arm and their smiles overflowing with love and support at what’ll probably be the least conventional wedding ceremony any of them have been to.

Floating towards us on the light breeze is the most delicious song, a nonsensical, druidy thing that’s somewhere between Enya and Lisa Gerrard, sung by an Irishwoman called Aoife whom we flew out here to perform during the ceremony. Her vibe is more Lord Of the Rings than South of France Bling, and I adore it, because her voice is that of an ageless mystic come to remind us that love transcends space and time, possibility and social convention.

But most importantly, in front of me stand my two prospective husbands, resplendent in white tie, the scorching hot wank-fest in which we all indulged a short time ago a secret from everyone but me (and anyone who was loitering in the gardens and had a keen sense of hearing, possibly).

Their eyes are riveted to me, and the thrill of it! The astonishing splendour of that love, that attention, that I can feel from here as viscerally as if we were all naked in bed together. This journey down the aisle feels as symbolic as it does endless. It’s how I imagine the last few metres of a marathon must feel to a runner who’s spent every last drop of their energy to limp to the finish line.

Our time together may have been relatively short so far, but by God, it feels like we’ve travelled a thousand miles. Dex in particular has overcome so much to be here—his own father isn’t even here, for Chrissakes—and that conflict he’s had to manage between his feelings and his upbringing and his family has taken its toll on all three of us. Even as our relationship, our feelings, progressed, I didn’t know, didn’t dare to hope, that it would turn out like this, with the boys already legally hitched and three of us preparing to declare our love for each other in front of a couple of hundred of our nearest and dearest.

And now I only have a few metres left until I reach the finish line, until I can breathe that sigh of relief, because we made it.

As I approach my guys, I allow myself a moment to drink in the sight of our families and best friends sitting in the front few rows. Dex’s mum Lauren, who is thankfully way less of a religious bigot than his fucking father, who I’ve still never met, is sitting with Max’s dad Charles and Belle and Rafe, right in front of Maddy, Zach, Stella and Nancy. Maddy’s hilarious mum, Verity, is here too with Maddy’s stepfather, Justin, who’s a total Daddy if you ask me. Anyway, kudos to the French family for getting out here with six-month-old Jonny, who’s currently napping inside with his baby BFF Rosalie Charlton under the excellent care of his nanny while his older sisters soak up the scene.

On the other side sit my sister and Anton with all four of his kids. I have to say, they’ve been fucking invaluable at making the prospect of my marrying two guys palatable to my parents. I also have to admit that Gen’s doing far better as a stepmother than I ever would have expected, much as it pains me to say it.

The rest of the Alchemy crew are here too—my childhood crush, Cal, with his lovely wife, Aida, and their boys, and my girl Nat with her adoring and filthy rich fiancé, Adam. He popped the question last month in Sicily, and her engagement solitaire is even more revoltingly blinding than mine. More relevantly to moi, she made my wedding dress—well, she designed it and her team at Gossamer made it. It’s the dog’s bollocks, if I say so myself. She totally nailed the sexy druid brief I gave her.

I’m truly happy to see everyone I love here. Honestly, I’m thrilled.

But then Max and Dex reach out, each taking one of my hands as I ascend the two small steps to the little platform on which the ceremony will take place, and everyone and everything around us vanishes.

We’re in our magic circle, the three of us, and the rest of the world can cease to exist, for all I care.

Which, coming from an attention whore like me, says an awful lot.
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DEX

The moment she takes our hands, we’re complete. I can feel it. I can feel the relief and disbelief, that joyful holy shit, this is happening ebullience as I grin at my beautiful bride and sneak a glance at my dashing groom. He’s not holding back either. His blue eyes are limpid with emotion, his smile blinding as he takes Darcy in and then meets my eyes.

Many people have Max Hunter tagged as a hedonist. I can see why they’d think that, but my observations of the man from the close quarters of a guy obsessed with him tell me that he holds back as much as he lets go. Rather, it’s because he holds back so much that he lets go in such spectacular fashion. He’s an orchestrator, a master puppeteer. He makes things happen. And when he does let go, he’s that elastic band that’s been stretched tauter and tauter.

Watching him snap, coaxing him to unleash himself, is my absolute favourite thing to do.

Their hands are warm in mine as the three of us grin and grin at each other like lunatics, and there’s a cheer from the audience that starts as a single whoop (my money’s on Cal) and grows in rowdiness until it’s joined by a smattering of applause. We may not have said our vows yet, but every single person here knows how momentous this moment feels to us, and they’ve come here in their droves to show their unswerving support.

At the sound of their appreciation, Darcy giggles while Max, ever the showman, tears his gaze from us and inclines his head towards them in thanks.

Fuck, he’s sexy.

God, I love him.

The celebrant, an older British guy who lives out here and provides that avuncular, vaguely ecclesiastical vibe that we wanted for our ceremony, clears his throat discreetly behind us.

‘Shall we begin?’

As we’ve rehearsed, the three of us stand holding hands in a semi-circle, Darcy in the middle and the celebrant to my right so that the audience can see us all. The singer, Aoife, finishes her hauntingly beautiful song, and the audience quietens down.

‘Welcome,’ the celebrant begins. ‘And thank you for coming here today. We are gathered to give our own brand of blessing to a very special union indeed, the union of three souls who have found each other and have opted to join together for life, forsaking all of those bounded ideals of how married love looks. Maximilian, Dexter and Darcy are here today to choose more, to choose a love that is vast and vibrant and unmoored, and we are here today to celebrate alongside them and to wish them well on their exciting, remarkable journey. Let us begin.’
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ENDLESSLY


MAX

Only a blood relation of Anton fucking Wolff would deem it appropriate to hit on the bride at her own wedding reception. As I approach my beautiful wife, I note with immense irritation the way Anton’s eldest son, Felix, is eyeing her up like she’s dinner. Equally irksome is the realisation that, at twenty-four to her twenty-six, he’s actually closer in age to her than either of her husbands.

‘Move along, you little pup,’ I growl as I step up to them. Felix grins at me like he’s amused and not the slightest bit sorry at having been busted eye-fucking Darcy so blatantly.

‘Just catching up with my step-aunt,’ he says smoothly. ‘Isn’t that right, Darce?’

Obviously, they would have met over the course of Gen and Anton’s lengthy wedding celebrations out here. I have a vague recollection of Felix hanging around, trying to fuck everything that moved as his father and Darcy’s sister prepared to tie the knot. I was preoccupied that weekend with a project of my own: ensnaring the most beautiful bridesmaid I’d ever seen, that same woman who’d given me the slip in Cannes a few weeks previously.

Now, however, she’s the fucking bride, and Fuckboy Junior here can take a flying leap off the edge of the Cap d’Antibes for all I care.

‘She’s Aunt Darcy to you, and she’s taken—twice over, actually, in case you’re too stupid to notice that part—so move the fuck on.’

His grin is unerring. He’s the spitting image of his father, lucky bastard. ‘Congratulations, Max. I’m so bloody thrilled for the three of you.’

I can feel my facial muscles soften. Charming little shit. ‘Get in here,’ I say and tug him against me, slapping his back vigorously. He can’t have been more than ten when I first started working with his father. He’s now the same height as me and about a million times smarter. ‘How’s New York treating you?’

‘It’s full-fucking-on,’ he says, releasing me. He finished up a post-graduate degree in some kind of advanced economics last year at the London School of Economics, and now he’s working for McKinsey as one of their in-house equity strategists.

‘Getting any sleep?’

‘Between McKinsey and my Alchemy membership, not on your life,’ he says, winking at Darcy, who beams back at him. I hastily drag her in front of me and wrap my arms around her waist. She rests her head against my chest, and all feels instantly right with the world.

‘Getting your money’s worth?’ I ask Felix. Jesus, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?

‘The PPF goes down every week,’ he says. ‘I’m amortising it like a champ.’

I screw my face up. ‘PPF?’

‘Price per fuck.’

Darcy giggles. ‘Nice. Glad you’re finding value.’

‘Fuckboy economics,’ I drawl. ‘You’re a classy guy—almost as classy as your old man. How’s the club looking?’

‘It’s immense,’ he says. ‘It’s definitely drawing the finance crowd. My life is basically work, Door Dash and Alchemy at the moment. Rinse and repeat.’

‘Convenience food and convenience sex. Fair play. Wright’ll be happy to hear that.’

Our mate Adam Wright recently bought Wolff’s stake in the overseas Alchemy locations. He’s around here somewhere with his girlfriend—forgive me, fiancée—Nat. He’ll be glad to hear the Manhattan outpost is thriving, even if it’s a drop in the multi-billion dollar ocean of his business interests.

‘He should be happy,’ Felix says. ‘It’s rammed every night.’

I slide my palm over my wife’s stomach, enjoying the warmth of her soft curves through the gauzy chiffon of her dress.

‘Now that we’ve established the zeal with which you’re conducting your sex life, bugger the fuck off and leave my wife alone. I want some time with her before dinner.’
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There’s a lull as I stand up to speak. The main course—perfectly pink beef fillet—has been served and demolished, and the excellent claret is in full flow. The air is still warm, the sun painting both the sky and the Med with the most glorious daubs of pink and peach and apricot.

I am a married man, twice over, my plain platinum band sitting snugly on my ring finger like the most efficacious security blanket, wrapping every rogue nerve ending in my nervous system in a state of perfect containment. Invisible to everyone else and against my skin, D&D&M ENDLESSLY is inscribed. Same for Dex’s ring. Darcy opted for a Russian wedding ring: yellow, rose and white gold bands entwined for all eternity.

My husband and my wife are next to me, Darcy in the middle, looking up at me with shiny eyes and love-drunk faces. We eschewed the idea of a top table, just as we eschewed many of the trappings of the traditional wedding ceremony. Instead, we’re in the middle of one of the many long trestle tables nestled in this pine grove, surrounded by our much-loved and extremely raucous family and friends.

I would have adored to do the dinner in the hotel’s Eden Roc restaurant down by the shore, somewhere Anton and I have dined and drunk regularly over the years, but it wasn’t large enough to accommodate this many guests. Besides, Darcy claimed it reminded her too much of Johnny English and that she’d spend the evening worrying about Rowan Atkinson popping up and setting fire to the langoustines.

I’d have thought she’d be more put off by the fact that her sister had had her rehearsal dinner there, but nope.

If that doesn’t sum up the weird and wonderful brain of my new wife, I don’t know what does.

In any case, here we all are, and it’s perfect.

Darcy and Dex have both opted not to give speeches, preferring to leave it to yours truly. Darcy’s dad said a few words just now, keeping it short and light and perfectly pitched. Anton and Rafe, as my and Dex’s best men, will proceed to verbally tear us both limb from limb in their joint speech, I’m sure. But for now, it’s my turn to attempt to put words to a happiness I’m sure even Shakespeare would struggle to depict.

I’m never nervous about giving speeches. It’s a part of the job. Only a few days ago, I spoke to hundreds of CEOs at The London Stock Exchange, in fact. And so it’s not nerves, exactly, that consume me as I begin to speak.

Emotion, though?

That’s another matter.

There’s whooping and hollering—led by the venerable and pretty tipsy Anton Wolff sitting across from us—as I clear my throat. I grin and wait for the noise to die down before speaking.

‘My wife and my husband and I,’ I begin, cut off instantly by roaring, clapping, and the hammering of palms on table tops. These guys are something else. Everyone is so fucking happy for us. I hold up a hand to get them to quiet the fuck down so I can get this done before I collapse in a giant puddle of sentimentality.

‘As I was saying. My wife and husband and I are thrilled and touched beyond measure to have you all with us this weekend. I know Cal’s here for the free food, but to everyone else, I’m grateful.’

I grin at Cal, who gives me the finger, before pressing on, my voice growing more sober. ‘I gave a speech on diversity to the great and good of the FTSE 100 earlier this week, and I closed it by telling the audience that I was marrying a man and a woman this weekend, and you could have heard a pin drop. People simply didn’t know what to say. Being queer is one thing, but polyamory is still a whole other ball game, and it’s one that’s still marginal and unfamiliar and feared, even.’

There’s silence as I speak, the faces of those people we love thoughtful, accepting.

‘I get it,’ I tell them. ‘It sounds dodgy, and, I dunno, greedy, maybe? But I invented greed—or, rather, Anton Wolff did, and I learnt it from the best.’

That gets me a laugh.

‘God knows, I’m a greedy man. I’m also a man who’s famous for knowing what he wants and going after it. But it turns out I’ve never actually known what I wanted, and I have never, ever known greed like the blood-heating, stomach-churning avarice I felt when I met Darcy and then Dex. How could I possibly choose between the most vital, enchanting woman I’d ever met and a man so pure of heart he’d make angels weep? And how could it possibly be wrong, or unnatural, or blameworthy not to choose between these two souls?’

As applause, warm and swift, swallows my words, I attempt to clear the emotion gathering in my throat. I glance down at Dex, who’s weeping silently, openly, and mouth I love you. He mouths it back as Darcy takes the hand not holding my mic and squeezes hard. She doesn’t let go.

‘The spoiler is,’ I plough on, ‘that, as you know, I didn’t choose. I couldn’t choose. I fell hard for both of them, for both of these glorious, spectacular human beings. With Darcy, it was effortless.’ I smile down at my wife, rubbing my thumb over her knuckles. ‘She makes everything easy, and joyous, and beautiful. Let’s just say Dex made me work a lot harder.’

A sprinkle of knowing laughter winds its way through the pine-scented air.

‘But it was worth it,’ I continue, my eyes lingering on my husband for a moment. ‘It was worth every second, because I know that the struggles I had to convince him to give me a chance were absolutely nothing to the struggles he underwent at the beginning of his journey. He chose a path so different from the one he always believed he was meant to want that all Darcy and I could do was support him and wait for him and love him.’

From the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of Dex’s mother, Lauren, dabbing at her eyes with her napkin. I’m aware that what I’m saying will sting, and I hope that my words will exalt Dex without shaming his mother, but I need nevertheless for him and everyone else at this celebration to hear them.

‘I will never stop being grateful that he took a chance on Darcy and me. And we’ll never stop proving to him that he made the right decision. I feel really confident about that, because every day that we’re together, the three of us bring each other such myriad experiences of happiness that I, personally, know I wouldn’t have found with just one person.

‘I’ve used the analogy of a three-legged stool ad nauseam, and for that I apologise, but it’s a bloody good one. The richness of the dynamics, the love, we all have for each other is one of the most marvellous things about this relationship. The way in which my wife and my husband love each other is selfless and joyous and beautiful. It’s a delight to behold, and it’s different from the love Darcy and I share, or the love Dex and I share, and so it should be. We’re three foundational pillars, and we simply don’t work without each other.

‘Which is why I’d like to ask you, before we go ahead with thanking all the wonderful people who’ve helped this wedding happen, to please be upstanding to toast the wonderful, wonderful Rule of Three.’
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LOVING WITHOUT FEAR


LAUREN

Dex is such a good boy.

Just like his sister. She’s such a good girl.

They’re both wonderful human beings, and they live these big, open-hearted lives full of things I never knew to want. Things I was always taught were sinful and unnatural and wrong.

Lord, do my beautiful children make them look natural.

They say our children teach us more than we teach them. I sit here at a table overflowing with food and wine and love and friendship, celebrating the wedding of a child of mine for the second time in the South of France, and I reflect on how true that is.

Neither Belle nor Dex had a ceremony that the Church would recognise as a sacrament, yet both my children married in rituals so overflowing with love and meaning, so unmistakably committing themselves to the people they loved, that it would be a stony heart indeed who didn’t accept their version of what it means to wed.

And now, my daughter is serenely content as she leans her body against Rafe’s, my perfect granddaughter sleeps upstairs, and my darling, darling son is at the centre of this wonderful party, radiantly alight with happiness.

I always worried more about Dex than Belle. Belle was always such a sweet, compliant teenager. She seemed to accept without question the belief system we’d handed down to her, having swallowed it whole ourselves in turn.

I now know that she had many questions, many resentments, that came to a head when she met Rafe. I know she always found her father’s particularly hardline approach a tough pill to swallow. But she subjugated herself and she toed the line—outwardly, at least. I wish I’d known to reach towards her more. I wish I’d known to tell her that it was fine, more than fine, not to be the good girl all the time.

Dex has always been a model son by anyone’s standards. He’s never gone off the rails, never outwardly rebelled. But his move to New York as soon as he graduated, his insistence on putting serious space between him and us for years and years spoke volumes to me about his views on the lifestyle, the beliefs, his father and I upheld.

I wouldn’t have guessed he was queer—not with the false constraints of my Catholic blinkers, anyway—but he was certainly always a sensitive boy, withdrawn and intense. He was sporty and good-looking and good-natured enough to have plenty of friends, and I suspect that athleticism and popularity saved him from more introspection, more withdrawal, than might have been good for him during his teenage years.

The future I now see for him, streaming with colour and love and joy and authenticity, is absolutely not the future I would ever have imagined or wanted for him, and that knowledge makes me sick to my stomach.

Max has wrapped up his beautiful speech to great applause. He’s an extremely impressive man, confident and assured, but it’s clear his words just now came from the heart. I’m not the only one in the audience dabbing at their eyes, although I suspect my emotions are a tad more complex than most people here.

With that shot of pure joy comes guilt: guilt that Dex’s father isn’t here to witness this; that he’s chosen his faith over his family once again; that Dex (and Belle, for that matter) have found their place in the world despite, rather than because, of what we gave them.

I tell myself there was a time when an elite education and a devout faith were the greatest foundations a parent could give a child.

I tell myself that Ben and I lavished upon Dex and Belle the exact riches that our upbringing and our culture had taught us to value.

But I’ve also had to tell myself some harsh truths over the past couple of years, ever since that terrible, terrible row Ben had with Belle when he discovered she was dating Rafe. And those are essentially that what we saw as frameworks and moral codes were arguably more like constraints and skewed reference points.

We Catholics are terrified of false gods. We renounce them every chance we get when we renew our baptismal vows. But I can honestly say, after the upheaval and devastation and conflict of the past two or three years, I’m utterly at a loss to what’s false and what’s real anymore.

So yes, there’s guilt. A great, heavy weight that aches so much it feels like I’m winded, somewhat.

But somewhere between all that guilt on one hand and joy on the other sits a third emotion, and that is the most curious sense of liberation. It’s girlishly thrilling to have defied Ben for a second time and found that the sky has not fallen. Of course, he’ll argue that I’ll get my comeuppance in the next life, a stance whose wonderful convenience lies in the impossibility of disproving it.

I’ll take my chances, just like I took my chances last time when I opted to come out to St Tropez and not only give my daughter away to the man of her dreams but host the wedding breakfast. Now that was terrifying. Ben was so angry and purple I thought he might have an aneurysm.

But there are times to concede and fawn and pander, and there are times to stand the hell up for oneself, and the weddings of my beloved children are quite clearly two of those instances.

Catholicism is at its heart a highly sociable religion, one that places family at its centre and embraces all generations in its rituals, in its cultures. But as one grows more extreme, as one allows that insidious sense of us and them to develop, to grow its nasty, choking tendrils, that family-centric view can slip—and even flip.

Families are as messy and human and flawed as the individuals they comprise. Of course they are. And while I still adore and value the families I see at our local parish church, I’m confident I’ve made that shift from wanting, needing, that model for my own family, for relying on it as a benchmark of success, if you like, to understanding that families are allowed to look different. That my children have their own visions for their futures and their families, and that it’s okay to lean into those.

My husband is not leaning into any alternative family systems. He’s leaning out. He’s isolating himself more and more, increasingly angry with and worried about the world he lives in, increasingly unable to see Christ at work in it, and increasingly lost.

And I don’t know what to do.

Max has crouched down between Darcy and Dex’s chairs. She’s kissing his temple, while my son has his hand on Max’s shoulder and is murmuring fervently to him. While the table is too rowdy for me to hear what they’re saying, I don’t need to. They’re praising him. Thanking him.

Loving him.

I’m sitting between Darcy’s parents, Malcolm and Audrey, and Max’s father, Charles. Like me, he’s here on his own, although for very different reasons. Tragically, Max’s mother passed away from breast cancer several years ago.

That poor woman, God rest her soul, missed the opportunity to attend this wonderful occasion, and my bloody husband chose to stay away. I could throttle him sometimes, I really could. Although, If I’m honest with myself, it’s a relief to have watched the events of the past few hours and days unfold in the peace of Charles’ company rather than Ben’s judgement.

I know too well how I’d feel if it were Ben sitting next to me now, radiating tension, infecting us all with his disapproval and counting the minutes until he could escape to a church somewhere and atone for the abundance of sin he perceived.

On the contrary, Charles has been a wonderful companion, these past few days. It’s been quite fun being each other’s unofficial plus-one, actually. Malcolm and Audrey are very sweet, even if one suspects they’re very slightly at a loss to understand how their youngest daughter has ended up marrying two men. But Charles has been a most welcome ally.

With three parties in the wedding and Max having insisted on paying for everything, it was mutually agreed that the oldies would resist inviting hoards of their friends. Alas, most of our friends from the church are absolutely not capable of embracing a union like the one my son is making, so I’m more than happy to revel in their absence and in the open-hearted camaraderie of the younger generation.

One excellent exception is Verity, who’s here with Justin and on flying form. The night before last, we were treated to a blind wine tasting at this lovely hotel. We could see the colour of the wine in each glass, but the labels on the bottles had been covered up.

Unbeknown to us, Max had instructed the sommelier hosting the tasting to dye one bottle of chardonnay a convincing claret colour, which had us all scratching our heads when we tasted it. Charles was the only one of us to click, and boy did he lord it over his son for the rest of the evening. Those two are peas in a pod—both highly competitive alpha males, I suspect. I’d hate to see them take each other on at Monopoly, or any game, for that matter. What’s struck me most about their interactions is that they feel like equals—two grown men who think the world of each other.

The only time I’ve seen that dynamic between Ben and Dex has been when they’re talking shop. Otherwise, their relationship has always been far more patriarchal on Ben’s part and more deferential on Dex’s—on the surface, anyhow.

Charles is surprisingly young, too, given Max is a decade older than Dex. Apparently, he fought in the Falklands and knocked Max’s mother up pretty promptly after that when they were both at the ripe old age of twenty-two. Or something like that. We had that conversation during the wine tasting, and my memory’s a little hazy. In any case, he’s only sixty-four to my fifty-eight. We’re both spring chickens.

‘It’s really something to watch them together, isn’t it?’ His low voice says in my ear now, and I shift in my chair so I can face him. I find it so hard to have a conversation with such a din around us. As I turn, I don’t miss the appreciative way his gaze slides over my face and torso. I’m in a sleeveless Chanel shift dress, and I have to say I’m rather pleased with how flattering it is.

Verity and I had quite a chat about our new friend Charles last night. He’s certainly very dashing—tall and fair, and with that wonderful posture that tells one he’s a military man. He’s even taller than Ben, and a single glance at him tells one exactly where Max got those wonderful blue eyes from. Verity made some observations about his physicality that are absolutely too lewd to repeat but were highly amusing all the same.

I smile at him. ‘It really is.’

‘Those three can teach us all a thing or two about life and love, can’t they?’ he muses, his blue gaze shifting to where his son is still crouched between Dex and Darcy.

I sigh at the sight of the three of them, all young, all impossibly beautiful and vibrant. ‘It turns out, we know nothing at all. That’s how I feel, anyhow.’

He chuckles. ‘I fear you’re not wrong.’

He has such a warm, lovely laugh. It gives me the confidence to ask something I haven’t asked him yet. But now, basking in his happiness rather than the oppressive weight of Ben’s judgement, it feels easy. The stakes feel lower. I can tell, somehow, that I don’t have to weigh my words as much with Charles.

‘Can I ask, did you… see this coming?’

He raises his eyebrows. ‘The three of them? Oh dear God, no. Not a clue! You could have knocked me down with a feather.’

I nod slowly. ‘That is the world’s greatest understatement. But you took it well? It’s none of my business,’ I add hastily.

‘I took it on the chin, I suppose. If you know my son, you’ll know he never asks permission. He wants something, he goes after it. Or them. Just as he said. He’s a strong-minded devil, but it all comes down to the fact that he has absolutely lashings of integrity, and therefore I trust him. When I pushed him on this whole… threesome business and asked if he was sure this was what he wanted for life, do you know what he said?’

‘What?’ I ask, my eyes wide.

‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it!’ He slaps his hand on the table and laughs heartily, and I laugh, too. ‘Well, I told him I’d rather take his word for it. A threesome! Can you imagine?! It would finish me off, I’m sure. Not sure my old ticker could take it.’

I’m giggling hard now. Charles’ reaction of shock and utter acceptance is oddly reassuring. I suppose that’s what happens when you don’t walk through this world laden down with dogma. You take new, unknown concepts ‘on the chin’, like he said, and you assess the integrity levels of the person who’s experimenting with such concepts, and you evaluate the situation on its own merits.

How refreshing. I suppose that’s what living authentically means.

He reaches for the bottle of excellent St Emilion next to us and refills my glass, then his. I’ll have a dreadful red wine hangover tomorrow, but I find I don’t care.

‘While we’re asking each other dreadfully personal questions,’ he says, the hesitation audible in his voice, ‘might I ask how you’re feeling about your husband’s absence?’

I laugh, but it’s not grounded in humour, and twist my wedding rings on my finger, looking down at the sparkles my diamonds make in the candlelight. ‘How long do you have?’

‘I have as long as you need me to listen,’ he says in a voice that’s slightly gruff. All I hear is sincerity. Generosity. And when I look in his eyes, I see no judgement, only concern.

I give him broad brush strokes, because I already know he’s aware of the details. He’s aware that Ben hasn’t ever welcomed Max or Darcy into our home. I outline the tenets of Ben’s faith as it stands today. His decision to take the side of praying for our children’s eternal souls over celebrating their unions in this life. The increasing extent to which he’s isolating himself. And finally, I admit that it’s probably for the best that he’s not here.

‘I wouldn’t be able to relax for a moment,’ I confess. ‘I’d be viewing everything through his eyes, just waiting for him to blow up and then go horribly, coldly silent.’

He’s quiet for a moment when I’ve finished speaking, and then he pats me lightly on the back. ‘I’m sorry for him. I’m sorry for what he’s missing out on—not just tonight, but in general. But Lauren, all I see when I look at Dex and Belle are two happy, beautiful human beings, who’ve chosen to stay true to themselves.’ He pauses, and his gaze is so grave. So intense. ‘And I see their mother, who raised them to be these wonderful people and who has chosen to support and celebrate them in the face of not insignificant emotional obstacles.’

I press my lips together, blinking furiously to hold back the tears. I’m not sure I can take any credit at all for the people Dex and Belle turned out to be. I’m not sure I even deserve to be here.

‘That’s very sweet of you,’ I tell him, ‘but I’m not sure…’

He shakes his head sternly. He looks so like his son. ‘Nonsense. All of our children have found a way to love without fear, and that’s a wonderful, wonderful thing.’

I glance over at Dex, who’s now standing, his arms around both Max and Darcy. His head is bowed, his face soft with love.

Charles is right. There’s no fear there.

‘Thank God they have,’ I say.

Loving without fear.

Now there’s a thought.
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AN EYE FOR AN EYE


ADAM

Iglance at the horrifying array of shot glasses on the table of this extremely fancy gentlemen’s club and then back at my so-called “best man”.

‘You’re such a dick,’ I slur.

He smirks. ‘Come on. You can do it.’

‘I can, but I don’t want to.’ I just want to go home and see my beautiful fiancée. Maybe pull a few moves. She loves my stripteases.

Oh fuck. I hope I didn’t say that out loud. He’d probably hit me across the room.

‘You barely drink when you’re with my sister. Come on. It’ll do you good to get arseholed and make a tit of yourself. Loosen up a bit. The sky won’t fall because Adam Wright got a bit pissed.’

‘I’d rather fall off the wagon for another bottle of that seriously good claret. Not this crap.’

‘Live a little.’

I sigh and go to take one. At some point on your stag weekend you have to make the decision to throw caution—and dignity—to the wind and just go for it.

‘Wait,’ Anton says from beside me. ‘Have you worked out what they are yet?’

I frown. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Look closely,’ Stephen says. He’s still smirking. I definitely chose my best man badly.

I squint at the array of shot glasses. The middle one is in an opaque black glass, so dark I can’t see what colour the actual liquid is. Around it is a circle of what looks and smells like Blue Curacao—devil’s piss. And around that stands a circle of glasses filled with milky-white liquid, some kind of cream-based liqueur that will have me hurling, no doubt, seconds after I down the first one.

‘What?’ I ask, still puzzled.

Stephen puts an arm around my shoulder and leans in. ‘We’ve christened it the Old Testament Flight.’

Something is scratching at the edge of my booze-addled consciousness. A realisation, I think.

I’ll regret this. ‘Why?’

He puts his mouth close to my ear and whispers.

‘An eye for an eye.’

The penny drops.

My body freezes.

He is fucking with me. He’s got to be.

All evidence, however, is to the contrary, and by all evidence I mean the creepy AF cocktail eyeball staring up at me from the table, the overly robust slap Stephen administers between my shoulder blades, and the verti—verity—veritable explosion of laughs from my so-called mates.

I straighten up and attempt to refocus my gaze to the muppets surrounding me. ‘Were you all in on this?’

‘Come on, mate,’ my former friend Gabe says, wiping away what appears to be a tear with the back of his hand. ‘There was no way you could make Stephen your best man and not set yourself up for something like this.’

I glare at him as best I can. ‘You were a fucking priest. What happened to turn the other cheek?’

He shrugs. ‘Nah. The Old Testament is way more fun. Anyway, this strikes me as a very light penance, given your past sins. Suck it up, motherfucker.’

I tut—so unchristian—and turn back to my future brother-in-law. ‘I thought we were cool,’ I say desperately.

He smiles broadly. ‘We are. Just give me this one moment of triumph, you smug gobshite, and we’ll leave it all behind us. I promise.’

I stare at him. He has a very nice face, though I think the reason I’m so fond of it is because it reminds me of Nat’s. The Bennett gene is strong.

‘Right you are, jackass,’ I say. ‘What am I starting with?’

‘Start with the pupil,’ Zach interjects. He’s watching avidly, arms crossed over his chest, jacket long gone and tie loosened.

‘Which is?’

‘Cassis.’ Ouch. Cassis is fucking grim.

‘Okay.’ I lift the black shot glass in a careful pincer grip from its position—my motor skills feel a little sketchy—and throw it down my throat. It’s absolutely revolting, and my stomach protests instantly.

‘I don’t have to drink all of them, do I?’ I ask. I’m trying to count them, but I keep losing track. I think there are six blue ones and ten—no, twelve—no, ten—white ones.

‘Yep,’ everyone choruses.

Anton claps me on the shoulder. ‘Pace yourself.’

‘What’s the white one?’ I ask with misgiving.

‘Half Malibu, half Baileys,’ Stephen tells me, and I swear I throw up a little in my mouth as a full-body shiver rolls through me. That is just wrong.

‘Okay.’ I inhale deeply in an attempt to psych myself up.

It doesn’t work.

I pick up a blue shot and neck it. Jeeeeesus fuck, that’s revolting. A white one comes next. Then another blue. Then another white.

The second Malibu-Baileys concoction barely makes it down my oesophagus before my stomach declares Game Over.
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I didn’t even make it into a stall. The urinal in the black marble bathroom of this centuries-old establishment is now splattered with my vomit. I sit on the floor next to it, head back against the cool marble wall, trying to catch my breath as Stephen gamely mops up the overspill with one of the fluffy white washcloths they give you instead of paper towels in places like this.

‘Thanks, mate,’ I say, then: ‘I think you scored a bit of an own goal.’

He sniggers. ‘I’m beginning to work that out.’

‘I’m not drinking the rest.’

‘Fair play. I don’t want to play nanny all night. Think you’ve got it all out of your system?’

‘The worst of it, yeah.’ I blow out a breath. God, that was revolting. ‘Now I remember why I rarely drink.’

‘You did well, considering.’

I close my eyes for a second. When I reopen them, he’s rinsing a new cloth under the tap and mopping the urinal clean. ‘You’re a very good guy, you know that?’

‘Not fair to leave it for the cleaners,’ he mumbles.

‘Totally agree. Sorry I’m not pulling my weight.’

‘You get a free pass. Besides, I’ve cleaned up so much of Chloe’s vomit this past couple of years that I think I’m getting immune to it.’ A pause. ‘You’re a lot less cute than she is afterwards, though.’

‘Facts,’ I agree. ‘Anyway, I think we brought some life and soul to this place.’

‘I dunno,’ he says. ‘All these posh wankers know how to party. I don’t get why they have this whole charade around respectability when they’re more badly behaved behind closed doors than your average punter down the pub on a Friday night.’

‘It’s total bullshit,’ I agree. ‘It doesn’t do anything for me.’ It’s been fun, having a night out here. So many of my mates are members. Apparently Anton, Rafe, Zach and Cal have all been members since they turned twenty-one, and their fathers are members, too. While I’ve worked my arse off to be taken seriously, to be seen as respectable, I could take or leave this kind of elite establishment. It’s far too “silver spoon” for my liking.

‘You fit in better than me,’ he argues.

‘Nah. Not really. And look at Aide. He fucking hates it.’

My mate Aide, a self-made man like me and Stephen’s boss at Totum, absolutely despises places like this. He lasted through dinner before pleading off on the basis that his daughter had a very early ballet lesson. Sounded tenuous, to say the least.

Stephen found out at some point that I was great friends with Aide and may have played a part in his landing a job at Totum. I’ll never know if it was Nat or her mum who let it slip or whether Stephen worked it out for himself, but I’ve always maintained the truth: that he got that job solely on his own merits. He’d forgiven me by then, so making the connection between his beloved boss and his childhood attacker didn’t hit him as hard as it could have.

At least, I thought he’d forgiven me.

‘Are we good?’ I ask him now.

He stares. ‘Yeah, mate, ‘’course we are.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ I whisper. I’ve said the words to him a million times over the past year, but I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to stop saying them.

He sighs and straightens up before squatting down in front of me. ‘I know you are. And it’s okay. It really is. We’re all happy.’

‘I know, but… it was such a terrible thing I did to you.’ I sniff. ‘I took your eye from you, for fuck’s sake. Gabe was right back there. I got away lightly.’

‘Adam,’ he begins, and then pauses. ‘Look. I don’t even know how to say it, really, okay? But what’s done is done. It happened. And it changed the course of our lives, and you met my sister, and you’re going to spend every single day caring for her and making her happier than any of us could have dreamed of for her, and that’s what counts.’

‘Yeah, but⁠—’

‘You did what you did. But that wasn’t you, mate. That was a terrified, grieving, neglected kid who went crazy because he needed to. The shit your family went through—fuck. That was worse than anything you put me through. Honestly. You need to let go of that shit. You have enough on your shoulders.’

He’s said these words to me before, but there’s something about this drunken state that allows me to really feel it all, to lean into the guilt and the shame and the regret, but also his compassion. His generosity of spirit.

‘Honestly,’ he continues. ‘The universe is fucking weird. Mum has worried about Nat her whole life. Having a bad hypo, or going DKA, or any of that stuff. In the most fucked-up way, you’ve been in training your whole life to take care of my sister. Did you ever think about that? There’s no one in whose hands she’d be safer. I would never, ever have wished what happened to Ellen on anyone, just as I probably wouldn’t have wished what you did to me on anyone, but you know what? We all survived. We’re fine—more than fine. We’re thriving. And the future is bright, my friend.’

I nod my understanding as I blink away the tears. My heart is so full of love for his sister it’s frankly ridiculous. I’m an addict, and the honey-sweet happiness she pumps into my veins every moment that I’m with her is my crack.

I risk a look straight into the eye I took from him. ‘The prosthetic is amazing,’ I mumble. It really is. I’d never know it wasn’t real.

He grins. ‘It’s fucking cool, isn’t it? Not like the old one.’

I grimace and stay wisely silent. The old one was almost as creepy as that cocktail eyeball out on the table.

‘You can say it,’ he prompts.

‘It was a bit Bond villain,’ I confess, and he throws back his head and laughs.

‘Wow. Tell it like it is.’

I hesitate. ‘Does it hurt?’

‘No, Ads. It doesn’t hurt physically. It doesn’t hurt emotionally. I’m all good.’ He bows his head for a moment before looking back up at me. ‘I hope you remember this in the morning, because I think you need to hear it. Only good things have come to all of us from having you back in our lives, mate. Only good things. And I’m not talking about that fucking mansion you’re building for Mum and Dad, okay? You’ve made my sister’s dreams come true. You’ve helped her fly. Remember that. We’re all so grateful. So when you and I are standing at the top of that aisle next week, just remember how thrilled the Bennett family is that you’re a part of it. Understand?’
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O HOLY NIGHT


NAT

The beautiful church is dim at this time of the evening, its ornate chandeliers turned right down, most of the light coming from the tapered candles flickering at the end of every pew and their chunkier cousins burning brightly on the altar.

I’ve always wanted a Christmas wedding. While other girls dreamt of tying the knot in June, with flowerbeds in bloom and the sun shining and champagne out on the lawn, I dreamt of ivy and scarlet velvet ribbons, of duchesse satin and ivory-coloured faux fur and pink and white snowberries everywhere and choirs singing The Carol of the Bells.

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that my husband-to-be has made this wish, like every other wish I’ve had in my life, come true.

As I walk down the long, long aisle of this elegant, ancient church in Knightsbridge on Dad’s arm, I admire through the gauze of my silk tulle veil the shapely back view of my future sister-in-law, Quinn. Her slender frame is draped in bias-cut maroon-coloured satin, custom-made by my team and providing the perfect foil to her long dark curls. In front of her, my other sister-in-law, Anna, is sporting her own version of the dress in the same fabric. They both look gorgeous.

Every wish I’ve had for festive flowers has also manifested in glorious fashion. The pew-ends match my winter bouquet. They’re brimming with white-edged ivy and grey-green eucalyptus and the soft pinks and whites of my beloved snowberries. Ivy tendrils trail down, gorgeously entangled with pale pink velvet ribbons, and the overall effect is festive and romantic as hell.

The sea of faces—warm, smiling, joyous faces—as I process down the aisle is so much to take in. Friends, relatives, Adam’s business associates, my team from Gossamer: all here to share in our happiness. But there’s only one face I care about, and the person attached to that face is standing at the very top of the aisle, next to my brother.

He comes into focus as I near the altar, cutting an imposing figure in his beautiful morning suit and silk tie, the exact same pink as the ribbons. His posture is perfect, his hands clasped loosely in front of him. He’s the picture of elegant ease, except for his face.

The man looks nothing short of thunderstruck.

His gaze on me is blue and ardent, and a wave of emotion, excitement, rolls over me and through me, leaving goosebumps in its wake.

The most beautiful, caring man on the planet is standing here, looking like that, waiting for me, and he’s intending, I hope, to pledge his entire future to me.

I don’t know how I got so lucky. I don’t know how on earth my life unfolded before me like the most precious flower. I don’t know how I found this man whose entire life’s purpose seems to be to give me wings.

I halt and smile at him as my dad lifts the front section of my veil with trembling hands and, with the help of Quinn and Anna who understand far better than him the importance of the aesthetics here, settles it over my shoulders.

Meanwhile, Evan scurries into view, dropping to his knees and arranging behind me the six-foot trains of both my dress and my veil. He insisted on doing this himself, claiming that no one else would get it right. Dad kisses me and squeezes my wrist affectionately as I clutch my bouquet with both hands, so hard that the platinum band of my Art Deco solitaire digs into my skin.

Winky winks at me, appropriately enough, and takes a couple of steps back, melting into the shadows of this beautiful, solemn church, and then, finally, it’s just the vicar and me and my almost-husband.

He—Adam, that is, not the vicar—takes me in, the absence of a veil now displaying the plunging vee of my neckline; the ivory silk mikado lustrous in the candlelight; the way the fabric clings to my hips before fishtailing out into my Disney Princess train, and his expression shifts from rapt to hungry. That avidness in his eyes is as hard as always to look away from, and I don’t.

Nor, if I can help it, do I plan to look away for the rest of my life.
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‘I think we’re expected to circulate separately,’ I whisper in amusement to my husband, whose fingertips are digging into my waist in the best way as he pins me to his side.

‘Tough shit,’ he growls, his mouth brushing the stunning Art Deco chandelier earrings hanging from my ears. In true Adam Wright style, he arranged for my “something borrowed” to be borrowed from the actual V&A archives. Mind officially blown. I have no idea how he pulled it off, except for an inkling that it involved a donation with quite a few zeros attached.

I’m definitely considering doing a runner with them.

‘Okay then,’ I concede, twisting in his arms and looping mine around his neck. ‘We should probably circulate together.’

He gazes down at me, all dark and wolfish and perfect: a predator in couture. I can’t wait to take it all off and unleash my favourite beast later.

It seems he’s thinking the same thing. ‘How long until we can leave, again?’

I laugh, because it’s a ridiculous question.

It’s a ridiculous question because dessert hasn’t even been served yet.

Neither have the speeches been given.

Nor have we had our first dance, to You Do Something To Me by Paul Weller, which is a gigantic understatement but a seriously sexy song.

Nor has the cake, a masterpiece of buttercream and frosted berries courtesy of Claridges’ pastry chefs, been cut.

‘About three hours, probably,’ I say.

‘Fuck.’ He dips his head again to nibble at my neck. ‘I won’t last that long to get this dress off you. I’ll die.’

‘In about thirty hours we’ll be alone and naked for the foreseeable future,’ I remind him. We’re headed to the Maldives tomorrow, and I cannot bloody wait. ‘Come on. Let’s go say hi to all our lovely friends.’

Cal chooses this very moment to walk past, smacking Adam’s backside with a linen napkin. ‘Get a honeymoon suite, you guys,’ he says with a lascivious grin.

‘That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to persuade her to do,’ Adam grumbles, but he allows me to lead him away from our table. Our families are getting along famously, but that’s no surprise. They’ve had plenty of time to get to know each other over the past year.

When Adam forced his dad, Clint, into early retirement years ago, he took up golf, and he and Dad have played quite a few rounds together. Clint’s a sweetheart. The lines on his face hint at the incredibly difficult life he’s had, but these days he’s pretty happy. His main focus, aside from golf, is on when, exactly, we’ll give him a grandchild to go with the two Quinn’s already provided.

He shouldn’t have to wait too long if my husband has his way.

Meanwhile, Stephen and Anna are getting way too drunk with Quinn and her partner Alex, in the way that only people who have a night away from their small children and free booze on tap can.

At the next—massive—table is our Alchemy gang, with the Wright-slash-Gossamer clan one table over. The Alchemy table is, so far, the noisiest and most badly behaved, Cal and Maddy appearing to lead the charge.

No surprise there.

Maddy and Darcy jump to their feet as we approach.

‘Ohmygod, ohmygod!’ Maddy shrieks, throwing her arms around me as Zach stands to bro-hug my brand, spanking new husband (an appropriate turn of phrase if ever there was one). ‘You’re married! You are the most beautiful bride ever, girlfriend. Stunning, stunning, stunning!’ She holds me at arms length and surveys my earrings critically. ‘Are these the priceless artefacts?’

I grimace. ‘Yeah. I’m terrified I’ll lose one.’

‘You should definitely “forget” to return them. They’re incredible. I’m not leaking, am I?’

She looks down to stare at her chest and I look, too. ‘Um—don’t think so?’

Mads is still breastfeeding Jonny. They’re at the nine-month mark, which strikes me as a mega-achievement, but she’s admitted she can’t bear to see her boobs go back to their normal size. She has previously told me, and I quote, breastfeeding is really great for giving tit wanks. So there you have it. ‘The girls look amazing,’ I tell her now. It’s true. Her black dress is almost as low cut as mine, and her boobs are far more impressive.

She smiles down proudly at them. ‘Right? I’ll have to run to the loos and pump soon.’

‘Enough about Maddy’s boobs,’ Darcy says. ‘How are you? How does it feel to be a married woman? Isn’t it the best thing ever?’

I feel slightly like we’re Austen heroines gushing over the men who saved us from the workhouse, but honestly, it really is the best thing ever—as far as I can tell from three hours in.

‘I’m so happy,’ I tell them. ‘I feel like I’ve been clubbed over the head.’

‘Ahhh,’ they both chorus in unison as Belle and Gen get up to join us. Gen is resplendent in custom gold sequinned Gossamer, her updo giving Charlize Theron in a Dior ad, while Belle’s in a soft pink that only someone with her divine, honey-coloured skin tone could pull off in the bleak midwinter.

‘Most beautiful bride ever,’ Gen declares, giving me a crisp kiss on each cheek. ‘And this room is divine. I’ve never seen Claridges look quite so lovely.’

The room is indeed divine. There’s an entire row of red-and-gold decked Christmas trees lining the entire far edge of the monochrome-chequered dance floor (I don’t see that being a problem at all later when the boys start getting their groove on). Meanwhile, on the tables are huge silver candelabras with red tapered candles and masses of velvety red roses everywhere: arranged in vast spheres; clustered in julep cups; spilling out of silver wine buckets.

I wish I could live in this room forever.

‘I’m so, so happy for you guys,’ Belle says, giving me a huge hug as Gen steps aside. ‘Adam looks delirious, and so he should. He knows he’s won the jackpot.’ She giggles. ‘I heard about the stag. Was he a total mess when he got back?’

I laugh just recalling the state he was in. ‘Oh my God. He reeked. He had vomit all down his tie. My brother had to help me put him to bed. But he was so sweet. He kept crying and telling me he couldn’t cope with how much he loved me… until he passed out, that was.’ I shrug. ‘It was pretty adorable. He was destroyed the next day and vowed never to touch alcohol again. He’s planning on having a sip of champagne during the toasts, but not much else.’

‘It’s not like he needs the extra high,’ Maddy says. ‘He’s ecstatic enough already.’

‘He’s in good company,’ Darcy proclaims. ‘Mads isn’t drinking, and I’m trying my damnedest to get knocked up, so I’m trying to be good, too. Every little helps.’

I glance over her shoulder at Max and Dex. They and Gabe are now talking to Adam, while Gabe’s obscenely beautiful girlfriend, Athena, chats animatedly with Anton. Gabe keeps turning away from my husband to check on Athena, which amuses me no end. This table is incestuous. By my count, Gen’s fucked two of the guys, as has her sister—her two husbands—and Athena’s got intimate with three. It’s cosy, to say the least, but they all signed off on the table plan, so I have to assume they can all handle it like the liberated adults they are.

In immaculate morning suits, Darcy’s husbands both look spectacular. I wiggle my eyebrows. ‘God. You certainly don’t need any alcoholic lubrication with those two around.’

‘Nope.’ She smirks smugly. ‘Just plenty of other lubrication.’

‘Dear God,’ Belle says with a grimace and a fleeting glance at her brother. I giggle. I can’t imagine she enjoys hearing Darcy’s colourful anecdotes about her brother’s unconventional sexual exploits.

‘What’s that like,’ I wonder aloud, ‘trying to get knocked up by those two?’

She sighs happily. ‘It’s a breeding kink come to life, that’s what it is. We may as well rename our house The Milking Parlour once a month. It’s that bad. Or good.’

‘I’m so out it’s not funny,’ Belle says weakly as she collapses back into her chair, holding out a hand in front of her face as if to stave off any more visuals. I cover my mouth to hide my amusement and shock. I really need to become cooler, but my extremely rapacious new husband keeps me plenty busy all by himself—a fact I’m sure he’ll remind me of in oooh, about three hours.

I can’t even imagine what it would be like with two of them.
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THE MILKING PARLOUR


DARCY

‘Upstairs. Clothes off. Both of you. Now,’ Max orders as soon as we get home from the wedding, emptying his pocket paraphernalia quickly and noisily into the bowl on the console. I’m not sure if it’s the emotion of seeing another couple tie the knot as happily today as we did six months ago, or the knowledge that my ovulation test showed up positive this morning for the first time this month, but the man is raring to go.

He couldn’t breed me first thing, as I performed said test right before I went out to the hairdressers, but he’s damn well going to make sure he and Dex breed me now.

Our sex life has obviously been most excellent this past year—duh—but I have to admit that the boys’ attempts to knock me up have added a major frisson to our sessions. It’s like they’re on a mission. Rutting season is officially on in our house every four weeks and both my men are trying their damnedest to put me in the family way. It’s even got Dex’s alpha male side—usually less evident than Max’s—out to play.

I kick my heels off in the hallway and hold my hand up. Dex is also removing his shoes and about to follow me up the stairs like Max’s obedient little soldier. ‘Wait. Don’t move,’ I tell him.

He looks up from untying his shoelaces and I am reminded once again that I would go to the ends of the earth for this man; I would walk—no, dance—happily off the end of a plank for him, because those huge tiger eyes of his are quite the most bewitching sight I’ve ever laid eyes on.

‘Stay there,’ I say. ‘Both of you,’ I add, echoing Max’s words.

They watch in what looks like bewilderment as I hoist my gown up so I can walk up the sweeping staircase that intersects our beautiful hallway. When I reach the top, I turn around and let my dress drop. ‘Come here, Max.’ I crook my finger at him. ‘Come stand beside Dex.’ When they’re both standing together next to the massive, twinkling Christmas tree at the foot of the staircase, a sight for sore fucking eyes in their morning suits, I shoot them a dazzling smile.

‘First one to catch me is the first one to breed me.’

Dex’s jaw drops open.

Max grins wickedly as his foot hits the bottom step.

I laugh in delight and turn, making a run for it down the wide galleried corridor.

Game on.
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I squeal as I sprint into our room, making a big leap onto the bed where I land, face down. The grunts from the boys and the anticipation of it all have my heart clattering behind my ribs. As they break noisily through the door, I push myself up onto my elbows and turn my head, the huge double doorframe affording me a view of them running straight at me.

Oh my sweet Lord, what a glorious, primal sight. The beasts in competition. The planet’s two hottest men, racing to ravish—or ravage, even—their damsel.

They’re neck and neck, but⁠—

Oof.

That’s the sound of the breath leaving my lungs as Dex grabs my ankles and pulls me down the bed towards him. ‘Got her!’ he shouts, his voice as jubilant as it is breathless. ‘She’s mine!’

‘Fucking hell,’ Max pants. ‘Beaten by Junior.’

I giggle. Junior is Max’s most recent nickname for Dex when he wants to dominate or demean him or just generally be a dick.

‘Fill me up, Junior,’ I mutter, letting my face collapse back into the cloud-like duvet. ‘Let me have it good and proper.’

‘For that, you’re going to get fucked hard,’ he snarls, shoving my dress up around my waist. ‘And no panties—that’s my good girl.’ He pushes my legs apart.

‘Never knowingly underexposed,’ Max mutters, and I laugh again. I’m in a very giddy mood this evening, despite the lack of alcohol, but only Max would put a filthy twist on the famous tagline of one of Britain’s most beloved department stores: never knowingly undersold. ‘How are you going to do it?’ he demands.

Never knowingly under-interfering. That’s our Max.

‘On her knees with her arse in the air and her head down.’ The bed dips behind me as Dex climbs between my legs, wrenching his belt and trousers noisily open. Next thing I know, he’s biting me hard on the arse, and I yelp in surprise and pain. ‘So fucking lush,’ he mutters. ‘God, I need to feel you from the inside so badly, angel.’

‘Please,’ I murmur as he straightens up behind me and rubs the place where he bit me. That bad, bad man Max has been teaching my lovely husband some filthy habits.

He shoves a couple of fingers inside me. ‘Jesus Christ, the female body is a miracle. So fucking wet already.’

Yup. When I’m ovulating I definitely don’t require any lube. Not for the baby-making hole, anyway. I push back against his fingers and moan, and Max springs into action. For such an esteemed corporate giant, that man’s handle on his FOMO is nothing short of infantile. At the sound of clothes rustling next to me, I turn my head and grin. He’s shedding his waistcoat and tie and fumbling with the buttons on his shirt, and I watch with delight as his beautiful, beautiful torso comes into view as Dex pumps me with his fingers from behind.

‘Ready for me?’ he asks, and I roll my eyes.

‘I’ve been ready all day. Fuck me already.’

‘Wait,’ Max orders, climbing onto the bed so he’s kneeling in front of me. ‘Okay, now you can go, Dex. Sweetheart, lift that arse up. Right up.’

I clamber to my knees and keep my head on the bed. There is nothing, and I mean nothing, like knowing you’re about to get fucked so hard and so well by these two. I could honestly do this and nothing else for the rest of my life (which could be problematic if we do in fact produce a small and helpless child who will presumably require some care and attention).

As soon as I’m in position, Dex rears up onto his knees and notches that lovely, blunt head against me.

‘God, you should see him,’ Max tells me. His hands slide under my chest to find my boobs, and he cups them. ‘He looks so fucking magnificent. He looks like he intends to fuck you to the ends of the earth and back again.’

‘Mmm,’ I say, shimmying dreamily as Max pinches my nipples. Dex grips my hips to hold me still before pushing in hard, and I’m pure sensation as I allow my husbands to work me, to fill me.

Dex pulls out slowly and drives back in, and I shunt forward, stretch my arms out on either side of Max so I can find some purchase.

‘What are you going to do to her, Dex?’ Max asks him in a tone we all know well. It’s aroused and ominous and has the power to soak me through.

‘I’m going to fuck her full of cum,’ Dex replies, fingers flexing on my hips, dick driving into me.

‘Good man. Hear that, sweetheart? And then I’m going to flip you over and fuck you full of my cum, and I’ll fuck all of Dex’s cum into you, too.’ He rolls my nipples savagely, and it feels so bloody great.

‘And then we’ll put a pillow under this beautiful arse and our fingers back inside you to hold it all in,’ Dex says, his thrusts growing faster, as if the mere thought of it is spurring him on.

‘Remember, Dex is an expert in all this,’ Max says smoothly. ‘Nice Catholic boy that he is. “Every sperm is sacred”, and all that.’

‘They are tonight,’ Dex promises. ‘Think you can go twice, Max?’

‘I know I can go twice. And I know you can, too, especially when we’ve got such a beautiful, fertile little wife with such a beautiful little cunt and she’s so fucking soaking for us.’ He slides one hand further down my body and palms my stomach. ‘That womb of yours is so ready for all the babies our big dicks can give you. Isn’t it?’

His voice grows closer, and I shiver as he leans down, invading my senses as Dex invades my pussy, over and over. I’m hurtling towards orgasm at a startling rate, every nerve ending bruisingly sensitive, every square millimetre of my flesh, outside and in, keening with the desire to have these men take me in every way.

‘Yes,’ I whisper. Obviously, I know the OG reason we have sex is to make babies. But we all spend so much of the first decade or two of being sexually active trying desperately not to have babies that it’s all too easy to separate the act from its natural conclusion.

Which is why, although we’re in a loving relationship and committed to building a family, this most natural and ancient and universal of acts feels absolutely fucking filthy in its very intentionality.

It’s Max’s words, I think. That man should go work for the Quinn app. He can make absolutely everything sound dirty. But it’s also the knowledge that I’m fertile and they’re virile and that when they shoot their loads inside me, over and over again, they will be aiming for the very core of my body. They’ll be aiming for the jackpot, basically.

All of which conspires to make me wetter and wetter.

‘I’m close,’ Dex grits out. ‘Fuck, this is too much. Are you close, angel?’

‘Yeah—’ I start to say, because I really am. My body is thrumming; my skin is on fire.

‘Hold it,’ Max orders. ‘Dex—that okay with you, if she holds it? I want her coming around my dick while I drive all your cum deeper inside her.’

Oh holy crap. I think I might expire.

‘Absolutely,’ Dex pants. ‘Fuck, why is it so hot that we’re just treating you like this baby-making machine? I’m not even going to give you an orgasm, for fuck’s sake.’

‘I’ll get there soon,’ I promise him. I am loving this so much. It’s like they’re my feudal overlords, intent on breeding me and breeding me until I’ve borne them an heir. These guys can use me every day of the week.

‘Oh, fuck,’ Dex groans, thickening and stiffening inside me as he prepares to shoot. ‘Fucking hell, take it, sweetheart. God—take it.’ He really, really lets me have it with borderline violent volleys of his hips that have his dick hitting my centre over and over and over. Max, sadistic bastard, removes his hands from my boobs and clamps them around my biceps, effectively holding me down, which does absolutely nothing to temper my arousal.

As Dex finishes coming inside me, Max releases me and springs off the bed. ‘Take it out,’ he orders. ‘Let me see.’

And then Dex is dragging slowly out of me, my orgasm-denied pussy pulsing at the loss, and I feel Max climb onto the bed next to me and two fingers that I suspect are his inspect me. Given the amount of fluid now inside me and the way his husband has just stretched me, they meet no resistance at all. On the contrary, my body welcomes his probing noisily, sloppily.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he says. ‘That’s a lot of cum. Feel that, love.’

Another finger joins his, and I moan in tortured ecstasy, because this is a lot of teasing. The next noise is indisputably the sound of my husbands kissing as they finger me together, which is not fucking fair.

‘Hey!’ I howl. ‘Max, get the fuck inside me!’

There’s muffled laughter, the kind that comes when one laughs inside someone else’s mouth, and then my arse is slapped and my pussy is empty.

‘Give me my orgasm,’ I demand, ‘right now, or no one’s getting any babies.’

‘You heard the lady,’ Dex says, coming around the bed. I smile at him, because his messy-haired, post-orgasmic, love-drunk appearance is something else. ‘You were amazing, angel,’ he says, clambering on to take Max’s former spot. ‘Now you get to come.’

Max flips me over onto my back, stuffs the pillow Dex lobs him under my arse and pushes inside me almost instantly. It’s never what I would call an easy fit with him, given his size, but today, my body sucks him in greedily with a giant squelch, the kind of wet noise that should objectively be horrifying, but we’re all too turned on, too invested, to care. On the contrary, it suits this little fill ‘er up game we’re playing quite nicely.

‘Jesus fuck,’ he manages. ‘It’s like a fucking swamp in here. This is crazy.’

I groan as he starts to work me, Dex’s hands taking up where his left off on my nipples. This position is even better in every way. Dex has free rein on my boobs, and from where I’m splayed out I have the perfect view of both my men: Dex leaning over me, his tousled hair falling over his gorgeous face and Max, so lean and hot and dominant and intense. To my aroused, teased pussy, the way he’s fucking me is every single perfect thing that fucking should be: forceful and decisive and tight and filthy.

I stretch my arms out to the sides and I take it all, Max’s assault on my pussy, Dex’s assault on my nipples, the wonderful way my entire body is cultivating my climax as it soars everywhere—deep inside me and over every inch of my skin.

‘You’re going to come, I can feel it,’ Max huffs out. ‘God, look at you. So fucking beautiful. You’re going to come, and you’re going to take me with you, aren’t you, greedy girl? This body of yours wants every last drop of my cum, doesn’t it?’

I nod, fevered, alive to everything and nothing as my body capitulates to the most spectacular of onslaughts and I fall apart, shattering on this bed in front of my two lovers, my two loves, the heat coursing through me as molten, as devastating, as the unleashing of a deadly volcano. I milk Max, in turn, and the sight of him, kneeling proudly above me, brow furrowed and teeth gritted and eyes almost all black as I take him under is nothing short of magical.

As the ecstasy ebbs away until it’s nothing but flotsam on the surface of my consciousness, I’m barely aware of my husband pulling carefully out and saying in a voice treacle-thick with love and pleasure, ‘Two down, two to go.’
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THE BIG D (SPOILER: NOT DICK)


DEX

Parents are supposed to be as constant as the moon. No one enjoys dealing with parental upheaval, even when they’re fully grown. Although, when the thing for which the parents are known is shittiness, it’s another matter entirely.

Which is why I can’t help but feel a glimmer of something when Mum asks me and Belle to have lunch with her at Daphne’s in South Ken, one of her favourite haunts for years and years. The fact of her asking isn’t unusual in itself—God knows, I only see her without Dad these days—but the way she asked was a little odd. The invitation felt oddly formal. Tentative.

So when Belle and I rock up one Thursday lunchtime, a good thirty years younger than the rest of the clientele, it’s a relief to find that Mum looks well. Seriously well, in fact. She’s looking glowy and radiant. Girlish, almost. Which should be an odd thing to say about a woman in her late fifties but seems deserved today.

My sister is in good spirits, too. Rosalie is at home with Rafe, so I suspect she’s happy to be out on the town, lunching like a civilised human being.

‘How’s Dad?’ she asks idly as she dunks her focaccia in olive oil. We’ve just ordered our mains, and, a glass of chilled white having been poured for each of us, our server has retired.

Mum pauses in the kind of ominous way that has me immediately thinking cancer or something equally awful. My stomach flips before I remember that I don’t care.

Whatever’s going on with Dad, he’s dead to me already.

‘I have some news,’ Mum says, ‘and I’m sure it’ll come as a shock to you, but I’m here to listen, and to talk. And if you’re feeling strong enough, I’d love your support, too, because goodness knows I’ll need it.’

Cancer. Definitely cancer.

‘Is he okay?’ Belle asks, her eyes wide. ‘Are you?’

Mum gives one of those little motherly nods and pats my sister on the hand. ‘Everyone’s fine. All is well. But I’ve made a decision—a very big decision, actually. This weekend I intend to sit your father down and tell him I’d like a divorce.’

There’s a stunned silence. Divorce, that exit strategy espoused by a huge proportion of married couples, is simply not an option I’ve ever considered for my parents. God knows, it’s hard to think of a more divorce-worthy husband than my father, but given how ultra-Catholic they are, I’ve always assumed the only way out of their marriage was feet-first in a box.

My mind is a whirlwind of disbelief, thoughts emerging and popping like fireworks.

I would never have thought Mum capable of this. Never. Then again, I’d never have thought her capable of standing up to Dad sufficiently to attend both her children’s weddings.

Also: Dad will never agree to this. Never.

Also: in the eyes of the law, that doesn’t matter. If one half of a married couple wants out, I’m pretty sure there’s a way to do it.

‘Bloody hell, Mum,’ I say, blowing out a breath and glancing at my sister to see how she’s taking it. She looks as stunned as I am, but there’s something else there, too. Pride, I think, and possibly even… amusement?

‘Oh my God,’ she babbles. ‘That’s just—wow! I’m so, so proud of you!’

Mum laughs and puts her hand to her heart. ‘I’ve been so worried about telling you both!’

‘Oh no.’ I shake my head. ‘No need. This is massive. Like Belle said, we’re so proud of you. I honestly never thought you’d walk out on him.’

Mum’s face grows more serious. ‘It’s very, very frightening. I’m almost sixty, for crying out loud. I thought I’d wake up next to your father every day for the rest of my life.’ She pauses. ‘We made vows. Till death do us part.’

Belle and I exchange another glance, this one grim.

‘You did,’ I say, ‘but you only get one life. And you didn’t agree to put up and shut up as he became more and more of a bigoted wanker.’

Mum presses her lips together like she’s trying and failing to disapprove. ‘I did agree to love him in sickness and in health,’ she said, ‘and sometimes it seems to me that what he has is some kind of sickness.’

‘Do you actually still love him?’ Belle asks before taking a healthy swig of her wine.

‘I love the essence of him,’ Mum says slowly. ‘Or at least—I can still see in him the man I fell in love with. Does that make sense?’

We both nod glumly.

‘But I don’t like him. I don’t like the choices he makes, and I can’t respect them. I can’t respect his values anymore. They’re all twisted from where I’m standing. And he’s rejected our son’—her big eyes fill with tears—‘and I’ll never, ever forgive him for that. It makes me want to slap him every time I look at that smug, self-righteous face of his. Ugh! He’s so certain of his moral rectitude all the time, and yet I can’t for the life of me find Christian kindness in anything he does.’

‘Yeah,’ Belle agrees, ‘it’s all about principles and, like, weird, archaic rules. He doesn’t seem to let himself follow his heart.’

‘I mean, I agree with all of it, obviously,’ I say with a shrug, ‘but still, it’s a big step. Have you had some help? Do you have a lawyer? Dad’s a pretty astute guy—he’s not going to appreciate having you go all unilateral on him. His pride will take a massive hit, for one thing. Do you want us to find you representation? I’d definitely advise having all your ducks in a row before you drop the bombshell.’

Honestly, it’s worrying. Mum’s someone who’s lived in a very patriarchal relationship for most of her adult life. Dad’s always been the financial expert, Mum the homemaker. I’m not sure she’d know one end of a direct debit form from the other, and I’m definitely not confident she has the wherewithal to shore up her defences against an opponent who happily resorts to bullying when he’s backed into a corner. Especially when it’s a corner of his own making.

‘I have some friends who’ve been advising me,’ Mum says now, looking a bit flustered. She swivels the stem of her wineglass between her fingers. ‘Verity’s been great, actually. One of her friends just took her ex-husband to the cleaners—not that I’m intending to do that to your father, of course—and introduced me to her lawyer. He says I have an excellent case, your father’s lack of willingness in a divorce notwithstanding.’

‘That’s great, Mum,’ Belle says. ‘God, I can’t believe you’ve been going through all this alone! You could have told us, you know. We’d have helped you through it.’

‘I haven’t been alone.’ Mum flushes slightly. ‘Charles has also been very supportive.’

This focaccia is criminally good. There’s a time and a place to go light on carbs, but lunch at Daphne’s definitely isn’t one of them. I put it on top of the circle of olive oil on my side plate and press down so it soaks up every drop.

‘Who’s Charles?’ I ask idly.

She raises her eyebrows in a don’t be obtuse, dear way.

‘Oh my God,’ Belle hisses, leaning forward. ‘Not Max’s dad?’

‘Yes, actually.’ She shifts in her seat.

I abandon my oil-soaked bread in shock. ‘Wait—you’re telling me you and Charles have stayed in touch?’ This is a total fucking bombshell—almost as much of a bombshell as the divorce news. My cognitive whirlwind is quickly escalating to a tornado, because our wedding was six months ago now.

Belle’s jaw is on the floor too, though she looks pleased as punch. ‘Mum! You little flirt! Have you been carrying on with another man on the side?’

‘Of course not.’ Mum manages to look morally outraged. ‘It’s simply—we shared some confidences at the wedding, and he was very kind. Very, shall we say, broad-minded, which was a bit of a novelty for me. We stayed in touch by text message, and…’

‘And what?’ I drawl. I’m fucking tickled pink. I can’t wait to tell Max about this, though I have a feeling it won’t surprise him. He made some offhand comment after our honeymoon about his dad being quite taken by my mum, but I laughed it off. Obviously. Mum’s an attractive woman, and Charles is, I’m sure, lonely, but she’s married. End of story.

At least, I thought it was.

‘And it turned into a monthly lunch at Le Gavroche,’ Mum says, appearing to find the contents of her wineglass fascinating. She’s bashful! Oh my God.

‘Okay, sorry to be crass,’ my sister says, swiping her fingertips over her forehead, ‘but are we talking a romance here? Are you leaving Dad for Charles? Or is it more like something you might explore when the divorce has gone through?’

‘I’m not leaving your father for anyone,’ Mum says quickly, ‘but it’s a fair question, and it deserves an honest answer. You’re both adults, and you’ve proven how courageous you can be when it comes to standing up for the kind of happiness you deserve, so let me be as frank as I can with you.

‘Spending time with Charles has definitely given me some perspective on how men can be, on how friendships, even, between men and women can be. Your father’s always been very good to me, in the ways he knows how, obviously. We’ve had a lovely life.

‘But the world has changed, and you two have helped me change, and the way your dad looks at everything just seems to be to be so, I don’t know, antiquated and intransigent, and I swear he’s getting worse every year. He’s retreating into what seems to be a safe space for him, but it feels more like a rabbit hole.’

She sighs. ‘I’m tired of it, frankly, and he’s retreated so far that there’s no common ground left. Besides, he’s broken up our family, and I’ll never be able to forgive him for it.

‘When I was sitting with Charles at your wedding and then at the reception dinner,’ she says to me, ‘I kept waiting to feel that shot of fear and panic that he’d act out and get into one of those awful rages, and of course he didn’t, because he’s not like your father. The way he sees the world, and your relationship, is how I feel it should be viewed: as something wonderful and exciting and awe-inspiring and liberating. I think that’s it, really. I don’t feel free with your father. I have to constantly watch my words. I feel like I’m even censoring my thoughts sometimes! And I’m jolly sick of it.’

Belle’s face is pale. I despondently pour us all some more wine before stuffing that squishy square of focaccia into my mouth.

‘God, Mum, that’s so depressing,’ she says. ‘I’m so sorry you’ve been feeling like this, but I’m so, so proud of you for realising that you’re free to walk away at any time. It takes so much courage to do that, and I hope you know that we’ll be right beside you for the whole thing.’

‘What she said,’ I say with my mouth full.

‘Thank you, my darlings,’ Mum says, smiling at both of us in turn. ‘I’m sure it won’t be easy, and the more traditional side of me baulks at the idea that I’m walking away from the man I’ve always loved and leaving him to grow old alone.’

‘He’ll be free to become a monk now,’ I say, and Belle snorts.

‘You’re dreadful,’ Mum says with a small smile.

‘He won’t be alone,’ my sister says blithely. ‘He’ll have God, and he’ll be absolutely fine living in splendid isolation.’

‘I have to tell you,’ Mum says, screwing up her face like she’s in pain. ‘There was one thing he said a couple of months ago—it was the straw that broke the camel’s back, I think. At the very least, I felt a lot better about the path I’d gone down. It came out of his mouth, and I looked at him in that moment, and I simply could not see the loving, devout man I’d married.’

‘What the hell did he say?’ I ask.

When she looks at me, there’s so much pity in her eyes.

‘I don’t know why it surprised me so much, given the way he’s cut you out of his life—or forced you to cut him out, I suppose. But it really did. I was talking about you, about how well Darcy’s dance studio was doing. I tell him tidbits from time to time. It’s hard to know with your father how much he’s struggling to keep up those walls he builds. He’d never admit that he misses you, because that would mean admitting that he’s made a mistake to estrange himself from you.

‘But I let it drop that you’d just found out Darcy was pregnant. I admit I was stirring the pot a little—you know how loopy your dad is about babies.’ She covers my hand with hers and squeezes, giving me a sad smile. ‘He looked straight at me and said that your child would be none of his business and he wouldn’t consider it his flesh and blood.’

I shut my eyes, running my tongue over my top lip. What the fuck is wrong with that guy? Does he honestly value the small print of his faith so highly that he’d shun an innocent baby born out of nothing but love?

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘It’s not like I’d ever let him meet him or her, anyway. If he won’t meet Darcy and Max, there’s no way he’s getting his hands on our baby. Honestly, it doesn’t change anything.’

But Mum’s not having any of my bravado. I may be right, but it still fucking hurts that he can have created me and then walked away when I’ve been the perfect fucking golden boy my whole life.

‘I’m so, so sorry my darling,’ she whispers. ‘I didn’t know if I should tell you, but I’ve been stewing over it for weeks now. It’s really been eating me up inside. I wondered about asking Charles’ advice, but you can imagine what his reaction would be. After all, Ben’s the man who’s shunned Charles’ son. In the end, I decided to mention it to you. I’d rather hurt you now than risk you reaching out to him when your baby is born and have it be an even bigger rejection.’

The man who raised me is making it his business to outright deny the existence of everyone I love.

If I didn’t already have it, I’d consider Mum’s words a sign that it’s about time I do the same to him.

When I glance up at my sister, every single one of the emotions currently slashing my heart to bloody, pulsing ribbons is mirrored in her eyes.
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BONDS AND BOUNDARIES


BELLE

Hyde Park feels like the right place to do this. The sun is shining, it’s a mild enough May day that Rosalie is bare-headed, and it’s Dad’s favourite place to hang with his granddaughter.

Of all the accusations that can be laid at Benedict Scott’s door, lack of devotion to his granddaughter is not one of them. The man is enraptured—just as enraptured, Mum tells me, as he was with me when I was the ripe old age of seventeen months.

Catholics love babies. That much is well known. They love babies unconditionally. They prioritise new life at all times, regardless of the mother’s circumstances.

So tell me this: why the fuck can’t my dad prioritise Dex’s unborn baby son?

After that rough conversation with Mum and Dex at Daphne’s, I’ve been biding my time. I knew what I had to do right then. I knew I couldn’t in all good conscience allow my daughter to grow up knowing the unconditional love of her maternal grandfather when her cousin would never even know the man.

However I cut it, however much I stewed and agonised and cried on my husband’s very broad shoulder, I couldn’t find a way around it.

Obviously, I couldn’t pile on while Mum was in the process of serving Dad with divorce papers. There’s taking affirmative action and there’s being downright cruel.

But I’m piling on now, and the knowledge of that fact has my empty stomach rolling and cramping like nobody’s business as I push Rosalie’s stroller into the almost empty toddler pavement hidden away from the Serpentine lake.

Rafe offered to come with me, obviously. But this is something I have to do myself. I owe it to my dad to have this conversation one on one. If Rafe was here, Dad would get even more defensive. My loyalties will always lie with my husband and daughter, but I don’t want to hurt or humiliate Dad even more than I need to.

I’m strolling around the perimeter of the playground, Rosalie bundled up in my arms, both of us oohing and ahhing over the prettiness of the pink cherry blossoms flanking the play area, when I spot him. He gives us a cheery wave as he unlatches the kid-proof gate and lets himself in, and my stomach drops.

He looks so happy to see us, in an uncomplicated way that couldn’t be more at odds with the complexity of my feelings towards this man and towards the awful, inhumane wrong I have to do by him. He’s in a lightweight jacket, one of his pale yellow V-neck sweaters visible underneath it. He rushes over, arms outstretched.

‘Look, Rosalie,’ I whisper to her, turning my body so she can see him. ‘It’s Grandpa!’

She babbles happily, stretching out her own arms, opening and closing her chubby little hands. In another future, the toddler version of herself would find that Grandpa was always good for an ice cream in the park. Her five-year-old self would have the delight of Grandpa “finding” chocolate coins hiding behind her ears more often than not. And her ten-year-old self would know that only Grandpa would stick with a game of Monopoly right through to the end.

I swallow as he approaches, my heart in my stomach. I cannot believe I’m doing this.

To both of them.

‘Hi, darling,’ he says to me, kissing me on the cheek before immediately grabbing Rosalie from me and throwing her up in the air. She giggles. As soon as he’s got her down, he dips his head and plants a huge, wet, noisy raspberry on the side of her neck.

I smile, and she shrieks. ‘I think that means again,’ I say drily.

‘Look at you!’ he exclaims when he’s finished with the raspberries. He takes her hand, and she wraps her fingers around it. ‘Such a pretty girl. Just like her mummy. She’s so like you at that age,’ he says to me. ‘Apart from the eyes, it’s almost uncanny. You were so blonde.’

He’s mentioned this many, many times over the past year and a half, but it’s never hurt like it does now. Rosalie has Rafe’s beautiful dark eyes, but her hair is still white blonde. It’s a striking, and gorgeous, combination.

‘Let’s get you in the swing, shall we?’ he asks her, trotting briskly over to the baby swings. He lowers her in, feeding her legs through the gaps and encouraging her to grip the plastic bar at the front before pulling the swing gently towards him and letting it go with a dramatic whoosh sound. Rosalie squeaks with delight.

I study him as he swings her. He looks in pretty good shape, even if he’s clearly lost weight. While Mum and he had what I would call a Nineteen Fifties relationship, they’re affluent enough to have had a lot of help. So Dad hasn’t been left as that clichéd man of a certain age who can barely microwave his dinner and has no idea how to operate a washing machine. He’s well looked after.

His original reaction to Mum serving him with divorce papers will have surprised no one who knows him, least of all us and Mum. He was a coldly seething mass of righteous fury, I suspect in equal parts because he finds the idea of dissolving a sacred union to be a terrible sin and because he has been put in a situation over which he has no control.

Things have calmed down somewhat since then. From what I’ve heard, he spoke to a few friends in both religious and financial circles who basically told him he had no choice but to go along with Mum’s wishes. Dad will always see himself as married to Mum in the eyes of God, a view he’s entitled to, because it has absolutely no bearing on Mum’s ability to move on and even remarry, if she ever wanted to.

I’m shipping her and Charles Hunter very hard.

The good, if slightly weird, thing is that I don’t think Dad’s daily life has actually changed that much since Mum moved out. Work and church are still his entire life. He’s got a few years to go till full retirement, thank goodness, and he goes to Mass every bloody day. So while he’s lost his life partner, he’s retained the trappings of his life.

Even if he’s about to lose another of his absolute favourites things in it.

I know this is such an awful thing to say, but sometimes Dad’s faith feels like dementia. I don’t say that to diminish the validity of his beliefs or to suggest that they’re in any way delusional, only to observe that, like dementia, his faith is a rabbit hole down which he tends to disappear, leaving all of his loved ones behind.

It’s a place in which none of us can reach him.

And, like dementia (from what I understand of it, anyway), it gives us cruelly perfect glimpses of the person he was, the person we loved, before this affliction ravaged him and made him often incomprehensible and sometimes unrecognisable.

Since that awful day that Dad walked in on Rafe stark bollock naked in his (Dad’s) kitchen and he and I had to sit down and have a really big, really scary talk, I’ve had a pretty straightforward and intentionally strict approach to my relationship with him:

Meet him where he is.

Understand what he is and is not capable of giving me as a father.

Erect firm boundaries to protect myself and, now, my family.

That’s it.

It’s made for a superficial, politely strained relationship—until Rosalie came along and dazzled us all and built some bridges, forged some common ground, between us, at least. But I’ve been okay with that. I chose it, and I made peace with the sacrifices it involved, because it was an imperfectly harmless compromise.

I’ve even allowed myself to grieve for the relationship we will never have.

I don’t know if it’s Rosalie that’s ramped my mama bear tendencies up to ninety, but when I am complicit in a relationship from which my brother and now his unborn son are excluded, I cannot fucking stand for it any longer.

Watching how sweet, how adoring, he is with Rosalie, hurts in so many ways.

It hurts because, to use my dementia analogy again, this feels like a lucid moment, a snapshot of the father I idolised when I was a little girl.

It hurts because holding space for that conflict between Dad’s profound flaws and his equally profound capacity for love and tenderness is as exhausting as it is agonising.

It hurts because I know that the action I have to take will cause him more heartache than possibly anything else I could do.

Finally, it hurts because I can already imagine how beautiful, how innocent and perfect and magical, my nephew will be, and I can’t fathom how Dad could deny him what he gives so freely to Rosalie.
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I don’t bring up anything heavy until Dad and Rosalie have finished their session on the swings and he and I are sitting on a bench watching her potter. She falls over a couple of times, but the rubber flooring means she’s back up again, smiling and laughing, in moments.

My daughter’s very innocence—her sense of wonder, her readiness to laugh at all manner of things—is the most enchanting thing in my life. Maybe in my father’s, too. Their relationship is so beautiful. So uncomplicated.

But it makes me wonder if what looks like unconditional love is actually contingent on a very rigid set of conditions. He loved me like that once, and he loves me still, but he doesn’t approve of me. Perhaps the free pass to my dad’s love is only eligible until you’re old enough to start having opinions of your own.

Exhibit A: me.

Exhibit B: Dex.

I start small.

‘How are you getting on?’ I ask innocuously.

‘I’m fine,’ he answers. His tone is just shy of curt, with a defensive edge.

‘You look well.’

‘I am. I’m in training—I’ve been doing a fifteen-mile walk twice a week. There’s a pilgrimage to Walsingham at the end of the month.’

I raise my eyebrows. ‘Impressive.’ That explains the weight loss. Walsingham is a millennium-old Catholic shrine to Our Lady, and it’s got to be a good hundred miles from London.

‘It should be a wonderful occasion.’ He leans forward and claps as Rosalie gets herself unsteadily up from another fall and totters towards us, beaming toothily. ‘Brava! Brava young lady!’

I hand her a baby cheese puff thingy and clear my throat. ‘So you’re doing okay without Mum?’

He gets his stern, unimpressed look. It’s a very standard look for my father. ‘Your mother is a lost sheep at the moment, and I’m praying hard for her. But I know I have to leave her to find her way back to the light. I miss her terribly, but I’m offering it up.’

Of course he is. It’s hard to argue with moral superiority and even harder to argue with that belief that suffering is worthy, is something that can be exchanged at the gates of Heaven for redemption.

‘Got it,’ is all I say.

‘But it’s hard to be glum when this little angel is smiling like that,’ he says, face softening, eyes fixed on my little girl, drinking her in.

‘It certainly is.’ I clear my throat. Again. ‘Which is why I can’t understand how you can be so cruel about rejecting Dex’s little baby before he’s even come into the world. He’s just a baby! How can you possibly say no to more of the kind of happiness Rosalie brings you? I honestly don’t get it.’

After all we’ve been through, I honestly think it still surprises Dad when I stand up to him. To be fair, I don’t bawl him out often. That’s not my style. I communicate more through my actions. But given the message I have to impart imminently, I’m damn well going to try this avenue first.

His face closes up immediately, and he shakes his head. ‘No. No. It’s not about the baby. I wish the baby no ill, of course.’

Well, have a fucking Nobel Peace Prize, you pious git, I think. I push on.

‘Rafe and I are no more married in your eyes than Dex and Darcy are.’

‘There’s a difference between living in sin and living in a godless, deviant relationship with two other people. How does he even know it’s his child?’

‘DNA tests, Dad!’ I shout. ‘They did a DNA test, for Pete’s sake! It’s Dex’s baby.’ And even if it wasn’t, my brother would still love it like it was his own flesh and blood, and so should my fucking father.

‘I cannot condone,’ he says, the quiet coldness in his voice feeling like a rebuke for my emotional outburst, ‘debauchery like that. It’s wicked, and it’s so, so far from what Christianity can even begin to tolerate or forgive that I have no choice but to stand with my faith and pray hard that your brother can come back from this darkness. I fear he can’t, but I don’t give up hope.’

I am absolutely not about to enter into a theological debate about sexuality, because Dad will quote Old Testament bullshit at me until I’m screaming and tearing my hair out in rage. Besides, this conversation is far from new in our family.

Instead, I say, ‘Dex is still the same person. He’s still the same incredible human being, and I can’t begin to understand a religion that would tell you to turn your back on your own son because you don’t agree with his lifestyle choices.’ My voice is trembling. I’m sick with fear and horror. After years and years of having no voice, no right to an opinion, no right to challenge him in our household, having showdowns with my Dad is still my worst nightmare.

‘I’ve told you, I pray for him every day,’ Dad says. His voice sounds unsteady too. ‘It’s all I can do. I really don’t know where I went wrong with him. For him to have chosen such a wicked, unnatural path for himself…’

I can’t sit here and listen to this bullshit. ‘My God, you didn’t go wrong with him! He’s literally perfect! He’s one of the most wonderful human beings I know, and if you can’t see that then I’m devastated for you.

‘We’ve talked about this before,’ I continue. ‘You’re entitled to your view—however sad and messed up I think it is, and so am I, and so are Mum and Dex. Just because your opinion is that something is wicked, that doesn’t make it so.’

‘But I’m entitled not to tolerate that kind of behaviour in my home and in my family,’ he insists, and my shaky little spine grows steelier. I sit up straight. Rosalie has wandered to the grassy edge of the playground and is picking up fallen cherry blossom wonderingly.

‘You are entitled not to engage with it,’ I clarify. ‘But actions have consequences, Dad. I know you think you’re making these noble sacrifices for the sake of your beliefs, and I know nothing about this situation makes you happy, but you’ve torn your family apart. You’ve driven Mum and Dex away, and I can’t sit by and just hang out with you like nothing’s happened, because if I do nothing, then I’m basically absolving you.’

I don’t know if it’s my tone or my language of forgiveness that has him jerking his head around to look right at me.

‘What are you talking about?’ he demands.

I close my eyes for a second. God, this hurts so much. To be knowingly inflicting pain on someone I love, to be denying him access to the little person whose mere presence is a miracle is excruciating and inhumane and godawful.

But so is every single thing he’s knowingly done to Dex.

‘I love you,’ I tell him beseechingly. ‘But you have a daughter and a son and one grandchild, soon to be two. If you insist on cutting Dex and his spouses and baby out of your life, there’s no way I can let you have a relationship with Rosalie. It’s absolutely impossible to imagine that she gets to have a grandfather and Dex’s baby doesn’t. No way.’

He’s staring at me in horror, and I stare back with, I’m sure, equal horror.

‘Belina. You cannot be serious. That’s a cruel, cruel thing to even suggest.’

I press my lips together before responding. ‘I’m as serious as you are, and what you’re doing is way crueler.’

‘But she’s my granddaughter.’ He rises and picks her up under her arms, cuddling her against his body before he stands in front of me. His large palm cradles her head, covering her ear, as if what her mother is suggesting is too wicked and sinful for her to hear. ‘I have rights.’

I almost laugh then. ‘Dad, you have two grandkids—or you will do soon—and you’re proposing fighting for access to one of them while refusing to acknowledge the other? I don’t think so!’

He stares at me then, his face cold. It’s like he’s had a reminder of what I’m truly capable of.

I’m not his little baby girl anymore.

I can’t be placated with praise and kisses and chocolate coins.

I have opinions, and I have agency, and I have the means to act based on my values.

Even when he doesn’t like it.

Even when it hurts like fuck.

Even when upholding these boundaries is the hardest, most exhausting task I’ve ever faced in my life.

Unfortunately for him, I’m a mother now. And that means I will do whatever it takes to protect my family.

His face changes. ‘You wouldn’t deny me the chance to see this precious little thing grow up, would you?’ he asks, like he knows how soft I am inside, how easily I might crumble if he tightens the screws. It’s a shrewd move. Apply to the Belle he knows, the people-pleaser, the good girl who wants to do right by everyone.

‘What if she grew up to be someone you didn’t approve of?’ I ask. ‘What if she decided she was gay, and she and I were both terrified that you’d judge her when she told you. That she’d lose your respect, that you’d withhold your love.’

‘That’s preposterous!’ he blusters. ‘Of course she’s not gay!’

‘That is not your call to make.’ I stand up and cross my arms. ‘She’s perfect, however she is, and the idea that you might ever make her feel less than makes my skin crawl. But that’s not what this is about. You don’t get to pick and choose here. You accept your children for who we are, you accept the people we love, and you accept the grandchildren we give you…’ I shrug.

‘Or you reject us. But it’s a wholesale decision, Dad. In or out. It’s not too late. I mean, it’s too late with Mum. But it’s not too late for me and Dex.’

‘I don’t know what you think you’re playing at, missy,’ he says, the venom in his words at odds with the tenderness with which he’s stroking Rosalie’s hair. ‘But I’m going to get your mother to talk some sense into you.’

‘Mum knows,’ I say and watch his face fall. ‘She’s as devastated about it as I am, but she gets it. No one’s asking you to abandon your faith for us. We’d never ask you to choose. But we are asking for some Christian acceptance and compassion, and that decision is yours to make. You either get to have a wonderful relationship with however many grandkids we produce, or you don’t. It’s entirely your choice.’

He doesn’t answer, merely bows his head over Rosalie’s, pressing kisses to the top of her soft blonde head.

‘None of us want this,’ I tell him softly. ‘Dex has come to terms with what you’ve done to him, but it’s not too late to ask for his forgiveness.’

Silence.

‘I’ll let you guys have a cuddle,’ I tell him. I turn and walk slowly to where I parked the pushchair. Everything feels like lead. My head. My feet. My heart. Everything pounds and aches.

My parents reared two pretty decent humans, and we’re popping out beautiful babies. Why my father has taken what should be a golden time in his and Mum’s lives and torn our family apart with his doctrine and his intransigence and his judgement is unfathomable.

There’s only one villain in this scene, and it’s the guy who goes to Mass every fucking day.

So it shouldn’t hurt so appallingly when I catch the agony in his eyes as he gives Rosalie one last kiss, hands her over to me, and walks silently, abruptly, out of the sunny playground.
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FOREST GUMPTION


AIDA

The smell of something delicious cooking for our dinner hits me as soon as I let myself in our front door.

I am one lucky girl.

‘Sweetie?’ I call out as I drop my bag in the foyer and pick up the mail stacked on the table, riffling through it as I walk. More circulars.

‘In here,’ Cal says from the kitchen, his voice sounding thick. I head down the corridor and into the kitchen where I find him sitting at the kitchen table, head in his hands, weeping.

‘Oh my God.’ I drop the pile of mail on the table and sink to my knees beside him. ‘Sweetie. What’s up? Is everyone okay?’

My man has a big heart. He shows his emotions easily, and it’s one of the many things I love about him, but this is concerning, to say the least.

‘Hey.’ I smooth a hand over his dark hair when he doesn’t answer. ‘You’re scaring me.’

‘Sorry.’ He rubs at his eyes with the heels of his hands. When he looks up, they’re reddened. ‘Yeah, everyone’s fine.’

‘Well, that’s good.’ I pull myself up and onto the seat next to his. ‘So what’s with the waterworks then, eh?’

He sighs and taps his fingertip on the magazine open in front of him. A quick glance tells me he’s reading The Florentia, Eton’s environmental magazine, which our son Pip has been working on for a couple years now. On the pages in front of him are an article with the headline Weeping Willows—jeez, I love that—and a beautiful photo of what is most likely the Amazon. Below the heading I’m thrilled to see my son’s byline. I haven’t read this edition yet; it must have arrived today.

‘I’ve just been reading about the rainforests,’ my husband continues, wiping his cheek, ‘and it’s really fucking sad.’

I pause. This is why he’s crying? I put a comforting hand on his bicep—Lord, it’s big—and use the other hand to rotate the magazine towards me a little.

‘Yeah,’ I agree. ‘It is really sad.’ It’s way more than sad. It’s a fucking travesty. But it’s not exactly new news here.

He blinks at me with those beautiful brown eyes. ‘Did you know the Amazon supplies twenty percent of the world’s oxygen? I mean, what the hell are we thinking?!’

Well, that’s a gross oversimplification. There’s a tonne of reasons to be concerned for the future of our planet, but running out of oxygen isn’t one of them. I should know. I’ve been investigating and reporting on environmental matters since Cal was still in high school. I figure now might not be the right time to mention that I’ve actually interviewed Jane Goodall for the BBC.

Twice.

‘I know, right?’ I say instead. I stroke his arm softly. ‘It sucks.’

He jabs at the magazine again. ‘Pip’s writing is amazing. This is seriously good journalism.’

‘I can’t wait to read it. If he’s eliciting this kind of emotion from you, then clearly he’s doing some great reporting.’

Even if some of his stats sound a little spurious. I mentally shake myself. I should leave the poor kid alone. He’s fourteen, for God’s sake, and he doesn’t exactly have a BBC newsroom full of fact-checkers serving him.

‘Yeah,’ he says absently. He gives a big, wet sniff. ‘It’s really got me thinking.’

I should tread carefully while he’s feeling fragile. ‘Is this information… new for you?’

‘I mean, not new exactly, but it’s kind of hitting different. You know? I was aware of it, but not really conscious of it. Does that make sense? But these statistics are just so fucking shocking. Did you know the rainforests house eighty percent of the planet’s biodiversity?’

‘Terrestrial biodiversity, yes.’

‘And we get, like, a quarter of our pharmaceuticals from rainforest plants?’

‘Uh-huh.’

He throws his hands up and looks at me in outrage. ‘Well, what the fuck are we going to do about it? We have to do something!’

Oh, my darling husband. He may be late to this party—decades late—but at least I can always count on him to bring the confetti when he finally shows.

‘I agree. What’s Pip advocating?’

He casts his eye over the bulleted list at the end of the article. ‘Uh, donations to conservation charities, mainly. Avoiding palm oil. Wait—do we use palm oil?’

I shake my head. ‘No, honey. Except for Nutella, but their palm oil comes from a segregated source. Our peanut butter is palm oil free.’

He gazes at me, those reddened eyes affectionate. ‘My darling. You’ve been our little eco-warrior the whole time, and I didn’t even realise.’

I stifle a laugh. ‘Not really. Just, you know, making good choices. Voting with my wallet.’

‘God, you’re amazing. And so sexy.’

He slides a hand around the back of my neck and tugs me closer. I lean over the table so I can reap every gorgeous moment of his soft, loving kiss. There’s even a hint of tongue—fleeting, but so soft, and very promising. I can totally see Cal wanting to release all this pent-up emotion with some seriously intense, intimate sex later.

Yay for me!

‘Maybe we should take the boys on holiday to the Amazon,’ he says suddenly, pulling away. ‘You know, like eco-tourists.’

‘In a plane?’ I ask teasingly, and he stares at me.

‘Shit. God yeah, no. Scratch that. Bloody hell, this environmental stuff’s a lot, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah,’ I agree. ‘It’s a lot to get our heads around. It’s a big responsibility.’

‘I’d love to do a fundraiser,’ he muses now. ‘Something to make me feel better about the whole thing.’

‘That sounds great,’ I agree. Cal’s so childlike, sometimes. Watching him get so worked up about something I’ve been losing sleep over for years and years is pretty adorable.

Concerning, but adorable.

He lets out a gasp so sudden, so loud, that I jump. ‘Holy fuck. I’ve got it. Oh my God, I’m a fucking genius. This is the best idea ever. It’ll raise so much money.’

‘Tell me,’ I urge him.

‘No. Let me think about it for a few hours. But it’s amazing, honestly. And it would be great fun. I’d need to get the whole gang involved.’

‘It sounds intriguing.’ I squeeze his hand and stand up. ‘I’m gonna go slip into something more comfortable before we eat.’

He doesn’t take the bait, which is a first. He’s too busy pulling up a notes app on his phone. He’s already in the zone.

I smile to myself.

I think I’ll just “leaf” him to it.
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MARK YOUR CAL-ENDAR


CAL

‘We are gathered here today,’ I deadpan, ‘to discuss an exciting project for a cause close to my heart, one I’d like everyone here to get involved with.’

Around me, on the massive modular sofa in Alchemy’s meeting room, are gathered my management team and most of my best mates. My wife is sitting beside me, at her most elegant and sexy in a red work dress that has me wanting to drag her down the corridor to a private room as soon as we’re done here.

Never mind that it’s only ten in the morning.

Also here are Rafe and Belle, Zach, Mads and Norm, Gen and Anton, Adam and Nat and Max, Dex and Darcy. As I glance around at everyone, it occurs to me that some of these people would count their time as pretty fucking valuable. Not Anton—he does fuck all these days, as far as I can tell—but Max and Adam for sure.

And Norm, obviously.

I should probably just come out with it, then. I clear my throat.

‘I’ve taken a keen interest in the plight of the Amazon since Pip’s excellent journalism drew me in,’ I say a little self-consciously, ‘and I think we should all collaborate on a sexy Alchemy calendar that’ll raise money for conservation projects.’

My declaration is met with stunned silence. In my peripheral vision, Aida bows her head. I swear she’s hiding a smirk.

‘Well?’ I bark.

‘Just processing,’ Rafe says.

‘There’s a lot to unpack,’ Zach adds, and I shoot him a dirty look.

‘I dunno.’ Maddy sits up so straight that Norm jerks his head up to see if they’re heading out for a walk. ‘You had me at sexy calendar. Where and how do you want me?’

‘Every man’s dream sentence,’ I quip. Zach returns my dirty look tenfold.

‘Look,’ I say. ‘The way I see it, it could be a cracking project to work on together and a lot of fun.’

‘The opportunity for social media around it would be insane,’ Maddy muses.

I shoot her a grateful grin. ‘Exactly. Thank you.’

‘If you think you’re getting all our kits off and broadcasting them around fucking TikTok, you’ve got another think coming,’ Rafe interjects.

Belle’s looking worried. ‘Exactly. There’s no way I’m taking my clothes off. My tummy’s still not what it was before I had Rosalie.’

She covers what from here looks like her perfectly flat stomach with her hand and, quick as lightning, Rafe covers her hand with his.

‘That’s bullshit, sweetheart. You’re fucking perfect. But I don’t think any of us want this to be a damned peepshow. You said tasteful, right?’ He turns to me, and I nod quickly.

‘Absolutely. This isn’t about nudity—unless you want it to be. Those who want to get their kits off, feel free⁠—’

‘So that’s you, Mads, and my darling sister, basically,’ Gen interjects.

I smirk. ‘You know it. But I see this more about selling a dream than giving people cheap thrills. Nobody needs to be naked, but what I would like to achieve is a set of images that instantly paint a red-hot fantasy. Does that make sense?’

‘I’m game, obviously,’ Darcy says. ‘Think of the options! You could have me on a pole with Dex and Max looking on adoringly, and Mads on a cross, obviously. Rafe and Belle can go full priest-kink in the basement…’ She pauses, giving her sister a once-over. ‘You’ll have to be one of the winter months, obviously,’ she says to Gen. ‘Our resident kinky ice queen.’

‘I can work with that,’ Anton says lasciviously, sliding his arm around Gen’s shoulders. ‘But can we do it soon, before our summer tans fade?’

Max coughs something into his hand that sounds suspiciously like vain bastard before sitting up straight. ‘I’m not crazy about the cause, to be honest.’

‘Of course you’re not,’ I fire back. ‘You abuse the fuck out of the Wolff private jet. I’m surprised Greenpeace doesn’t try to egg you on your way into work.’

‘I offset,’ he says smugly. ‘I just mean… obviously, it’s important. But when I give to charity, there are more pressing causes for me.’

‘For example?’ I push.

He shrugs. ‘Cancer, kids, and women’s refuges, usually.’

‘How disgustingly wonderful of you,’ Gen says, grinning at him.

I roll my eyes. ‘Look. Everyone has their causes. I get that. But Mother Earth is pretty fucking integral to our future. Most of us here have kids, or will have soon’—I nod at Darcy’s sweet baby bump—‘and it would be good if there was an earth for them to inherit, no? This is one fundraiser. I’m offering to do all the heavy lifting on it. Are you in or out?’

‘We’re in,’ Adam says slowly, his eyes on Nat’s face, ‘as long as you shoot it tastefully and this doesn’t become some kind of cringe-fest. I assume you’ve thought about photographers?’

‘Well, obviously,’ I lie. I have no clue about photographers, full stop. ‘I’ve got a few names on my list.’

‘I could ask Tobias Graf?’ Nat suggests. ‘He’s very big on the environment. It’s worth seeing if he’d do it for free.’

Even I’ve heard of Tobias Graf.

‘That would be incredible,’ I tell her. Our little Nat is so low-key that it’s easy to forget she’s a major player in the fashion industry these days.

‘I’m in,’ Max says, perking up at Graf’s name, ‘as long as we can choose our months and their themes. I assume we split them up six ways?’

‘You assume right.’ I open up my MacBook. ‘But you can pitch for your months. I thought April for you three, to start with.’

Dex narrows his eyes at me. ‘And why is that?’

‘What do we think of when we think of April?’ I ask the room at large. ‘Showers, of course.’

‘That’s disgusting,’ he spits. ‘Are you implying we’re into golden showers?’

My jaw drops open just as Anton lets out a guffaw so loud it has poor Norm jumping to his feet again.

‘I don’t think Cal said anything about golden showers, mate. That was all you.’

Dex instantly goes bright red.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Belle says, drawing away from her brother, even though they’re seated the whole way across the room from each other. ‘For the love of God, do not tell me you guys are into that.’

‘Ohmygod, obviously not,’ Darcy says, looking even more morally outraged than Belle. ‘What do you take us for?’

‘Okay, okay,’ I say. ‘No one’s kink shaming anyone, got it? Dex, if you and Max like pissing all over Darcy, you do you.’ I grin at them. I swear Dex is ready to leap over the glass coffee table and take me, judging by the look on his face.

‘I think,’ Max says, leaning in towards his husband, his hand going to Dex’s thigh, ‘he was talking about the way we met. Our penchant for the normal kind of showers. Got it?’

‘Oh, right,’ Dex says, still red. ‘That makes more sense.’

‘Thank you Max.’ I incline my head graciously. ‘Indeed I was. But I still think it’s very interesting that your mind went straight to golden showers, mate. Right. Moving on. I think Aida and I should take October. Halloween and all that—it’s begging for some balaclava action.’

Everyone laughs, even Dex.

‘You definitely own the balaclava look,’ Rafe concedes.

‘No argument here,’ Zach says. ‘It’s all yours.’

‘Nice work, sweetie,’ my wife says, sliding her hand over my thigh, and I pause my note-taking to give her my very sexiest smile.

Balaclava Man is coming back.

(Well, he’s back in the privacy of our bedroom about once a month, but the others don’t need to know that.)

I cast my eye over the suggestions I plugged into my laptop last week when I’d first had the idea and was pulsing with excitement over it.

In no particular order: ‘September’s got to be a back to school vibe, surely. A sexy student-teacher thing would be fun. Any takers? Let he—or she—who has the twitchiest palm make the first bid.’

My money’s on Zach, but all eyes swivel to Nat, who can’t avoid making a choked little squeak. I pounce like a hawk would on a field mouse.

‘Of course!’ I wield my stylus at Adam. ‘Mr Antique Spanking Bench! I’d quite forgotten.’

Adam’s request back at the opening of Alchemy New York for that particular piece of kit had tickled me pink at the time, but it had totally slipped my mind. That must have been almost two years ago now?

‘Oh my Christ,’ Nat mutters as Adam smirks, clearly enjoying her discomfort.

‘You’ll make an excellent teacher,’ I decide. ‘Spanky Spanky. Mr and Mrs September you are. Now, let me see. March. I’m thinking Lent. Penance.’ I drum my palms on my keyboard to create tension. ‘And there’s only one man for the job, really, isn’t there? Who we go to to confess our sins, people?’

‘Fr Rafe!’ everyone calls out in unison. It’s Belle’s turn to cover her face with her hands as the rest of us do everything from giggle to full-on laugh, depending on how nice we are.

‘Cracking. Fr Rafe it is. Dust off that dog collar, you dodgy fuck, and you and Belle can have it off in the confessional.’

‘We don’t do that anymore,’ Belle protests weakly, and Gen barks out an amused laugh. ‘Bollocks. Rafe rented the confessional room last week. If it wasn’t you in there with him, that’s a conversation I’ll leave you to have as husband and wife.’

Rafe laughs and tugs Belle into the cradle of his body. She still looks absolutely mortified, bless her. She’s such a sweetheart, and way classier than the rest of us.

‘Now, who should play Santa?’ I wonder aloud.

‘Anton, obviously,’ says Maddy, ‘because he’s by far the oldest.’

‘Ho ho ho,’ Anton says, an obliging smile on his face.

‘You’d better not be talking about me, darling,’ Gen hisses. ‘But I can get on board with Sexy Santa.’

‘We should offer Anton up as Sexy Santa at the Christmas party,’ Maddy muses. ‘Everyone would want to sit on his knee.’

‘Over my dead body,’ Gen says.

We quickly cover off the rest of the months. I suggest doing a ‘New Year, New You’ photo with my beautiful wife, mainly so I can grease up my guns and show off my workout look, and Adam offers his gorgeous basement gym as a location. For logistical and branding purposes it makes sense to shoot the bulk of the images here at Alchemy, but Adam’s gym is Joe Wicks’ wet dream, so I jump at the offer.

He and Nat will do February as a way to plug her new lingerie collection which comes out in time for Valentine’s Day. I make a note to find a florist who’d be happy to supply buckets of red roses in exchange for some free publicity and a bit of good karma.

March and April we have covered with Fr Rafe and the dodgy shower trio. For May, Maddy suggests with almost indecent enthusiasm that she and Zach do a Slave Night reenactment with her strapped to one of the St Andrew’s crosses in The Playroom. It’s the second time she’s suggested it—I think she really wants this.

‘You’ll have leery old men wanking off to that photo,’ Zach says in outrage.

She bats her eyelashes at him. ‘I’ll have lots of men wanking off to it. Come on, babes. You know I like everyone looking at me, and I’m not exactly the centre of attention when I’m pushing a toddler around the streets.’

I smile to myself as I write their names in May’s slot. Mads is still a total knockout, but I get that she’d like a bit of glamour in her life. She and Zach certainly don’t frequent the club anywhere near as much these days. I’m sure they do all right for themselves in the privacy of their bedroom, but it can’t hurt for them to get dressed up and relive the night that I’m pretty positive was the sexual highlight of my mate’s entire life.

‘Zach and Mads for May,’ I confirm aloud as I type. ‘St. Andrew’s. Cross. You can thank me later, mate.’

‘Speaking of meaningful reenactments,’ Anton pipes up, his hand now on Gen’s thigh, ‘I have a scene I’d like to revisit with my wife on my former boardroom table. Max, I’d like to borrow your office for the day if you please. And no, you’re not invited.’

Gen closes her eyes briefly as if mortified and titillated in equal measure.

Darcy giggles.

‘With pleasure,’ Max says affably. ‘Just make sure you disinfect the whole bloody lot afterwards, okay?’

‘Gen and Anton—office fuckery,’ I note aloud. ‘We should do Independence Day for July so we can flog this thing stateside. Rafe and Belle—you can do something firework-y, no?’

‘Fireworks in an enclosed space,’ Belle muses. ‘What could possibly go wrong?’

‘You be Taylor Swift, sweetheart,’ Rafe says. ‘I’ll be Tom Hiddleston and wear an I-heart-TS t-shirt.’

‘You’re such a swiftie,’ Belle scoffs while Maddy claps.

‘Aww, you’ve got him trained so well!’

I nominate Zach, Maddy and Norm for a Dog Days of Summer image for August. ‘Norm fucking deserves his place on the calendar. He’s far more committed to this place than most of you.’

‘As long as you two don’t shag in front of him,’ Nat says, screwing up her sweet little face.

‘Ew,’ Maddy says. ‘Obviously not.’

With every slot taken except for November, that final slot goes to Dex, Darcy and Max. ‘November is fucking miserable,’ I grumble. ‘Nothing like a ménage to perk people up when it’s dark and wet. We’ll put you on a pole, Darcy. Maybe we can find your old wings too, yeah?’

‘Oh my God, yes,’ Darcy rambles excitedly. ‘Me on the pole and then the guys looking like hot businessmen who want to ravish me.’

‘Which is exactly what we are,’ Dex points out, and there’s a snigger around the room.

‘Nice,’ I say. ‘Shouldn’t require too much by way of acting skills from you two useless fuckers.’

With all twelve months squared off, I allow myself a moment of excitement. This should be bloody brilliant. Not only will it raise good money for a great cause, but I can tell from the energy levels in the room and the undeniable frisson among us all that this will be a welcome boost for everyone’s sex lives—even for those of us who don’t need it.

Natalie shoots off emails as we sit here, pitching the idea to Tobias Graf and to Gossamer’s visual merchandising team, who are responsible for the vision not only of their store windows but of their photoshoots. I’m confident she’ll get them on board. She may be delightful, but she’s fucking steely. I’m pretty sure she gets whatever she wants in business.

‘I realise trying to find a date will be a nightmare,’ I say, ‘but as soon as we’ve heard back from Graf, let’s get one in the diary. I suggest we do it during the day at Alchemy so we have the run of the place and we’ve got time to get the private rooms turned over before the punters turn up.’

‘Why would we need the private rooms?’ Maddy wants to know.

‘Come on,’ I say, shutting my laptop. ‘You don’t for a second think you horny fuckers will be able to shoot scenes like this and not need to fuck it all out of your systems before you go off home to your kids, do you?’
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LIGHTS, CAMERA, AND PLENTY OF ACTION


CAL

Nat is a bloody rockstar. She’s pulled out of the bag all sorts of experts who are willing to lend their services for free. Max may have scoffed at my environmental campaign, but it’s definitely drawn the fashion crowds. Although, I suppose Gossamer has made such a huge name for itself as a sustainable fashion brand that it makes sense the people Nat’s team collaborates with are eco-conscious.

In any case, with her and Gen’s combined—and scarily efficient—help, I’ve pulled together the shoot schedule with relative ease. I’m pretty sure everyone in the calendar—particularly Adam and Max—should be far busier than they seem to be, but they’ve all cleared their diaries for this.

I suppose sexy posing with your loved one, or ones, beats HR sit-downs and forecasting meetings or whatever the fuck else they do all day.

Aside from the off-location shoots in Adam’s gym and Max’s office, we’re hoping to get everything wrapped today and tomorrow. Tobias Graf, fashion photographer extraordinaire, is here with his team and, unfortunately, his dog, Ludo, a pretty little pug whose nasal passage is so comprised that you can hear him coming long before you see him, and whose plump, intact scrotum is a source of great intrigue and, it appears, arousal to Norm.

What could possibly go wrong?
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ADAM

Cal’s artistic vision for me taking my youthful-looking wife over an old-school wooden desk while she carries off the soon-to-be-violated schoolgirl look with aplomb is so on the money that I make a mental note to (a) shake him by the hand later and (b) ensure that we take this uniform home with us. Why I’ve never thought to act out this particular fantasy with Nat, I have no fucking clue, but consider that an oversight I’ll probably compensate for every weekend.

While I think of it, I might try to take this desk home, too. It would work well with the spanking bench in the basement.

My wife looks like a porno version (tasteful porno, but porno nonetheless) of a schoolgirl from that godawful show she made me binge-watch with her when she had a virus. What was it called? Something Girls. Oh, Gilmore Girls. Total drivel, but Nat’s take on the little tartan skirt, and knee-high white socks, and modest looking blouse and tie, and this fucking prep-school ponytail she’s swinging around is something I can very much get on board with.

She’s even got plain white panties on, very similar to the ones she wore that first time I took her over my knee in here. Her skirt is so short, and I’m hyper-conscious that they’re right there.

I might make her walk all the way home in front of me, just so I can watch that flippy little hem swing.

It seems she’s as tickled by my appearance as I am by hers, though I have no idea why. She dressed me in the kind of khakis a teacher might wear (though far nicer—God knows, she won’t get me in Gap khakis even for the Amazon), and a blue and white checked shirt, open at the neck. Over it I’m wearing a V-necked navy merino tank, and I have my sleeves rolled up to mid-forearm.

My wife has told me the forearm porn is a very important part of this and that I must make sure I flex as hard as I can when I’m pretending to spank her.

My favourite part of this costume? The wooden foot-long ruler I’m supposed to spank her with. As I slap it against my palm, I note how pleasingly flexible it is. This should sting nicely.

The brief for the shoot is tasteful. Moody. Sophisticated.

I can do that.

The lighting is rigged up and ready. Graf is standing by.

‘Over to you,’ he says to me and Nat. ’Why don’t you try out a few positions? Get comfortable, and then I’ll see what works?’

‘You heard the man,’ I croon in my wife’s ear as I stand behind her. I wrap her glossy ponytail around my fist and tug her ear even closer to my mouth. ‘Why don’t you bend over for Mr Wright and let him show you what a very bad girl you’ve been today, hmm?’

I don’t miss the little moan she makes, for my ears only. I know how much she loves it when I’m in disciplinarian mode. I release her ponytail and put a palm between her shoulder blades, coaxing her forward so she’s hinged over the wooden desk. I nudge her legs wider so I can step right in behind her. My poor cock is aching already. ‘Like this?’ I ask Graf.

‘Very nice,’ he says, cocking his head thoughtfully. ‘Natalie, can you try coming up onto your elbows, and then wrap your fingers around the far edge of the desk as if you’re holding on for dear life?’

‘Yep,’ she says, pulling herself up. By doing so, she arches her back more fully and thrusts that barely-concealed little backside against me.

‘That’s wonderful,’ he says approvingly. ‘Turn your head a little so you’re facing the camera. Now Adam, you can pretend to spank her.’

Hmm. Pretend, my arse. I flip up Nat’s little skirt like we’ve pre-agreed, baring her pristine white schoolgirl panties to view. Holy fuck, it’s a good thing I didn’t pursue a teaching vocation. I would have got myself arrested, in all likelihood. With my free hand, I give her bottom a leisurely stroke, and she lets out an embarrassed giggle.

‘Adam!’

‘Mr Wright to you, young lady.’

She squirms.

‘Ready?’ I ask the photographer, and he gives me the nod.

Because I’m a philanthropic kind of guy and feel deeply about putting my best foot forward for the rainforests, I put one hand between Nat’s legs—no one can see it but me—and stroke the cotton covering her pussy as I bring this excellent wooden ruler up in the air.

Two things then happen at once.

One, Graf starts snapping on his old-school camera.

And two, the ruler hits the part of Nat’s cheek not covered by her panties as a lovely clean thwack rings through the air, immediately accompanied by her audible gasp.

I’d put good money on her mouth making the most authentic O of schoolgirl shock at the same time as I smirk triumphantly.

That’s what I call the perfect shot.
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CAL

I’m dragged away from what feels like a full-time job of dog chaperoning and coffee making and prop lugging to shoot my Mr Balaclava moment with my lovely wife. Tobias was very taken by the lustre of the backlit pink onyx bar and proclaimed that we absolutely needed to shoot at least one scene in the bar area. Apparently, it will glow beautifully in black and white.

You would think it’d take Aida longer than me to get ready for a shot like this than me. Trousers and balaclava, you might say. What else does the guy need?

In my defence, Aida arrived straight from the hairdresser with a full—and immaculate—face of makeup already on. There’s a makeup artist here, but my news anchor wife has learnt so many tricks of the trade over the past couple of decades that she claims not to need assistance, even for TV appearances.

Also in my defence, she’ll be wearing a mask anyway. And in additional evidence, I’d also like to point out that her dress is very easy to put on (and even easier to take off). It’s the same gorgeous red one she wore that first time we fucked, and presumably will match the bar far better in black and white than it does in colour.

The final part of my defence is that a good part of my prep time involves having the makeup artist contour my abs and oil up my entire torso. What? It makes perfect sense. I’m taking this thing seriously, and I want to look my best under the lights. Rafe and Zach may be keeping their clothes on, but I’m fucking well giving anyone who shells out for one of these calendars their money’s worth.

I’m considerate like that.

‘What the fuck is that?’ Aida asks as I stroll into the bar. She’s lounging against the bar itself, looking like a red-hot Italian temptress, her ornate gold mask on a nearby table. I grin, knowing she can never resist me with my balaclava on. When the mask goes on, it’s game on, too.

‘What’s what?’ I ask.

‘All that shit on your body. Is that oil?’

‘Yes it is, baby,’ I say, advancing on her.

She starts to laugh. ‘Oh my God! You look like a Chippendale circa 1986.’

‘You’d know.’

She barks out a disbelieving laugh that I’m age-shaming her. ‘He’s bitchy, too. Wowzers. Should we lose the mask and get you a nice Chippendale bowtie instead?’

‘Now now. That’s extremely hurtful. Do you have any idea how many women would kill to be in your position? A lot, that’s how many.’ I pull my phone out of my pocket and hook it up to the sound system, swivelling around to face her in a Patrick Swayze style move as those excellent opening beats of Robert Palmer’s Addicted to Love pump out.

My wife watches with wide-eyed disbelief as I gyrate in front of her.

‘Hang on,’ she says, grabbing her phone. ‘I have to get this on camera.’

She holds the phone up and records, backing away from me as I give her all my best moves. ‘Don’t come near me. If you get that stuff on this satin I swear I’ll crucify you.’

‘That’s not very nice,’ I croon. ‘Anyway, I think Zach and Mads have that scene covered next door.’

I know I look good. I have at least five minutes of hard evidence from admiring myself in the mirror—from every angle. My guns look fan-fucking-tastic, and this high-shine look is extremely flattering to my abs, which are as expertly contoured as a Kardashian’s face right now.

I’d forgotten how bloody brilliant this song was. It’s epic. We should definitely do an Eighties night here, and soon. I hold my guns up and flex, thrusting my crotch as I do, and she guffaws. ‘Oh my God! This is literal gold.’

Right. Much as I enjoy entertaining my hot wife, I’d rather she was looking at me with more incredulous desire and less incredulous amusement.

It’s time for the kill.

I put out my hand. ‘Give me my phone.’

She hands it over, and I switch the music over from Eighties cheese to a dark, sexy Ex Habit song that’s currently trending on TikTok and which has lots of references to choking and other things that might serve as a timely reminder to Aida Russell that she has a masked man in the room and she’s playing with fire here.

‘Here’s what’s going to happen,’ I say, throwing the phone onto the bar and lowering my voice until it’s downright menacing. ‘You’re going to come a lot closer. You’re going to let me mess you up a little. We’ll deal with the dress—I’ll buy you a new one if I have to. But it’s about time I remind you of what happens if you’re not a good girl for me, because we both know how that goes. Got it, sweetheart?’

Her dark eyes, so dramatic, so expressive, flit over me in what looks like a mix of panic and desire. ‘Mmm-hmm,’ she says, edging closer and sliding her hands over my oiled-up shoulders.

‘Good girl. Like what you feel? Like what you see?’

‘Yeah.’ She tugs at her scarlet bottom lip with her teeth.

‘Good. Because you’re still the most beautiful, intoxicating woman I’ve ever, ever seen. And I’d stop doing that thing with your lip if I were you, unless you want that lipstick smeared around my cock by the time Graf shows up.’

She immediately stops worrying at her lip.

‘You know what I’m going to do when we’re done?’ I ask.

‘Go and protect that poor dog’s ass from Norm?’ she guesses, and I let out a pained laugh.

‘Fucking Norm. No. The dogs can go fuck themselves. I’m going to get you in a room, and chain you to the bed, and we’re going to fuck like we did that very first time, got it?’

She lets her eyes drift closed for a moment. ‘You were so fucking rough that night.’

‘Yes, I was.’

She slides a hand down over my slick chest and stomach, and I’m so into her I don’t even ask her to be careful not to smudge my contouring. Then she cups my dick and gives it a really good squeeze.

‘I want it rough like that today,’ she murmurs, and I marvel once again at the fact that this incredible, smoking-hot woman, beloved and respected by millions, wants a chump like me.

I’m fully hard by the time poor old Graf saunters in.
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MAX

Filming a showering scene when we’ve decided on no nudity is a creative conundrum I feel absolutely qualified to solve. It’s a shame, really, because Dex and I spend a lot of time in the gym. Our arses are domes of steel at the moment.

And don’t get me started on our wife. While I’ve had vivid fantasies about her being pregnant since shamefully early on in our relationship, nothing could have prepared me for the spectacular vision of fertility that is Darcy at five months along. The entire world should see this body.

I suppose it makes sense that a bastion of British industry (yours truly) should maintain some levels of decency. Do any other FTSE100 CEOs get their kits off for charity? Thankfully no. Ugh. I shudder. Ghastly thought.

The devil on my shoulder, though, asks why the fuck we shouldn’t? I’m a trailblazer—a queer bloke in a polyamorous marriage, and my spouses happen to be model-grade hot. If Wolff’s board of directors disapproves of their CEO getting his arse out for charity, tough shit. And Dex and Darcy have no one to answer to but themselves.

I think a tasteful, black-and-white shot of the three of us having fun under the spray would be just the ticket. And once the tabloids get hold of the images, I know for a fact that having Max Hunter bare all with his husband and wife will have sales of the calendar skyrocketing before you can say peeping Tom.

I muse aloud on this front as we stand in the very room that hosted our first threesome. We’ve been back many times since. The shower pressure is still first class.

My wife, unsurprisingly, takes my ruminations and runs with them like a Labrador with a stolen rotisserie chicken.

‘We could recreate that kind of Eiffel Tower moment when I sucked Dex off and he sucked your thumb!’ she suggests with indecent zeal.

I laugh. ‘Darling, there’s a scale, you see. Tasteful nudity is at one end, and fully-fledged on-camera fellatio is at the other. Let’s not go hardcore porno in front of the camera, shall we?’

‘Glad one of you has some propriety,’ Dex mutters, and I laugh and lean in so I can rake my fingers through his hair. Dex Hunter-Scott is the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, and in about four months’ time, his gene pool will be unleashed on the world.

That’s right.

Dex is the biological father of Darcy’s unborn son.

Our unborn son.

The funny thing is, I think Dex and Darce feel a little worried on my behalf—as if I’ll be devastated when the little guy arrives and I have no blood ties to him.

The sweet, sweet things are utterly deluded. Dear God, I’m not that bad at biology. Dex takes Darcy’s cunt far more often than I do.

I want this for him.

While this relationship has made the three of us blissfully happy, it’s Dex who’s given up the most to make it a reality. It’s he who’s had to overcome every word of toxicity and dogma he’s been force-fed all his life. He who’s had to find courage beyond bounds, sever ties with his father, for Christ’s sake.

The very least I can do is ensure that the man who’s sacrificed so much to be with me fulfils his wish to father a child.

In any case, everyone knows that blood means far less in the definition of fatherhood than other factors, factors I intend to ace with every ounce of energy in my alpha heart.
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With a lighting stand in the bathroom, it feels pretty cramped. I suspect this will be more of an in-the-moment action shot than some of the others.

‘We’re going to do it in the nude,’ Darcy explains gleefully to a nervous-looking Graf. The guy’s a fashion photographer, so he can’t be a total prude. Models are always getting their kits off, aren’t they? Perhaps he’s more worried about bringing that lovely antique Leica into a steamy bathroom than he is about being assaulted with a whole load of sex organs.

‘Look,’ I tell him. ‘There’ll be boners. I apologise in advance, but it’s pretty much a given when the three of us are in the shower together. Just, um, shoot around them, all right mate?’

‘So,’ he says wearily—and possibly warily, ‘we’re aiming for an above-the-waist shot, is that correct?’

Darce, Dex and I glance at each other. I can see in their eyes that they’re happy for me to take the lead on this.

‘If that’s how you want to frame the shot,’ I say, ‘then fine. But feel free to go wider. No dicks or cunts in shot. We’ll try to keep Darcy within the bounds of decency, but it would be a shame not to celebrate this gorgeous baby bump.’ And these gorgeous pregnancy tits.

‘I totally agree,’ he says, his gaze sweeping over her. The only reason I tolerate it is that Graf is married to a high profile male magazine editor. I know that an aesthete like him can’t see a display of femininity and fertility like the one our wife will put on and not be moved to immortalise it in the most exquisite images.

We strip off our clothes and head into the shower, Graf’s instructions ringing in our ears. He wants playfulness. Spontaneity. He wants to show the sheer joy that comes from the three of us being together with clothes and boundaries and inhibitions shed (not that there are ever many of the latter where my beloved wife is concerned).

I’m the first to get naked and head for the shower, the hungriest racehorse out of the starting blocks. Dex catches me with a whack of his t-shirt across my arse as I go, and when I turn back to him, he’s laughing. I shake my head at him, grinning, the happiness hitting me like a freight train.

It’s all so different from that first time when he followed Darcy in here like a lamb to the fucking slaughter. When he used every ounce of his Catholic mulishness to deny, to subjugate every desire he thought he shouldn’t want.

He’s a different man now.

He is his true and wonderful self.

‘You’re playing a dangerous game,’ I remark as I saunter through. I crank up the two shower heads and turn the heat to just north of tepid. We don’t want so much steam that it impedes visibility—or fogs up the camera. ‘Come on, you two!’ I shout. ‘And for fuck’s sake, try to remember we have company.’

I’m operating under the safe assumption that as soon as Graf’s got his shot, the steam level in here will ramp up far higher, both figuratively and literally.

They’re with me in moments, joining me under the torrent of water, Dex turning his head this way and that to wet his hair, exactly as he did all that time ago, reaching up to slick back his hair. There’s no less desire as I watch him, but it’s a fuller, cleaner desire, rendered positively luminous by my certainty that he’ll bend over for me, or at the very least get on his knees for me, before this session is over. Those shadows that taunted me of fear and want and worry that I’d never, ever get him to acquiesce have long since faded.

My wife’s hair is turning darker under the spray, the water sluicing over her pregnancy curves. She’s needed—and demanded—every bit of both of us we can give, these past couple of months in bed. If I thought Darcy was insatiable before, pregnancy has her as ravenous for dick as it does for food. Happily for all of us, we’re more than content to sate her fierce appetites on both fronts.

‘Can I come through?’ Tobias calls.

‘Sure!’ Dex replies, blithe as you like. The man who hid his desires in the darkness is about to put on a show for a photographer, and he’s happy as hell about it. It’s a wonderful thing to see.

‘As you are,’ Graf says, fiddling with his camera. I take him at his word and start to shampoo Darcy’s hair. As I lather her up from behind and massage her skull, the noises of appreciation she makes are positively orgasmic. Dex steps up in front of her, rubbing lavender-scented shower gel lovingly over her belly.

‘Any action?’ I ask him.

‘Not yet,’ he says.

It’s only been a few days since he and I have been able to feel anything, though Darcy’s felt flutters inside her for a few weeks longer. Checking for them, though, is our new favourite pastime.

‘Time to rinse,’ I tell her gently. She tips her head back, and I’m sufficiently taller than her to enjoy the view of her water-sluiced face and starry lashes, her radiant smile and the shampoo streaming over her swollen tits and stomach in foamy rivulets. As I drag my gaze away from her, my eyes meet Dex’s. He’s transfixed, too.

In a few months, we’ll be knee-deep in shitty nappies and drunk on adoration and sleep deprivation. We’ll be the most grateful, worshipful, incredulous servants to our queen and our little prince, and it will be the messiest, most exhilarating adventure of our lives.

But for now, we’re here together with our love and our hopes and our visions for the future—visions that, like tremulous buds, are startlingly close to bursting into the full glory of their reality.

As I rinse Darcy’s hair clean of shampoo and Dex smooths the suds over her belly, I hear the click of a camera shutter and a moment preserved in time.
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ZACH

‘This is the very best kind of déjà vu,’ I say, sauntering towards my wife with one hand in my pocket and a black silk blindfold fluttering from the other.

She looks staggering, standing there in front of the very cross I trussed her up on that first time. Resplendent. We jointly agreed that our Slave Night reenactment would involve marginally less skin on show than that first time. There’s no fucking way random guys get to perv at my wife’s spectacular tits for the paltry sum of a hundred pounds—the price the calendar will sell for. That would be laughable.

So this afternoon, while the girls are at school and Jonny naps at home with Ruth, Maddy has decked herself out in a one-piece that’s all black lace and tiny straps. She’s had her hair professionally blow-dried so it cascades over her shoulders in dark, glossy waves, and she’s resurrected those sexy-as-fuck bondage-style gladiator sandals, their leather ties crisscrossing up her legs in a way that’s so hot I wonder why we don’t get them out more often.

In a word: she is spectacular.

‘At least you’re getting me for free today,’ she says cheerily, and I laugh, recalling the blind panic I felt that night at the knowledge that I had to somehow win the bidding for my dangerous little colleague without blowing the girls’ entire school fees fund. The preemptive horror in my mind that I might well not win, that some other fuckwit would outbid me and take her off to do all manner of filthy things to her, and that she would without a doubt let him to teach me a lesson.

I shake my head at the mere thought of it.

‘I mean, technically,’ I say. ‘This may be the least expensive day of our marriage, in fact.’

‘Haha. That’s so uncool. I’m very low maintenance.’

Nothing about my wife is low maintenance. Especially when she goes shopping with Belle, Darcy and Nat or gets invited along by Gen to one of the trunk shows she loves to throw.

I wouldn’t have it any other way.

‘The Maddy Master Expenditure spreadsheet says otherwise.’

We grin at each other. There is no spreadsheet, obviously, but I like to taunt her at regular intervals with the possibility that there is.

‘Better get your money’s worth then,’ she says, our eyes still locked. It’s a similar sentiment to the one she shared on Slave Night, and the thought makes my dick throb. I lick my lips.

‘I’ll be sure to. Let’s get you ready, shall we?’

She nods, instantly more pliant. I love this about my wife. She’s so feisty, but as soon as I go remotely Dom on her she rolls over like a kitten. I will never, ever stop finding it sexy as hell.

I step up so I’m right in front of her and hold out the blindfold.

‘I love you all in black,’ she murmurs, staring at my mouth. I too have resuscitated my ensemble from that indelibly memorable night.

‘I love you in every single way,’ I whisper back.

‘I hope Graf gets this over quickly,’ she says. ‘It’s not like we often get The Playroom to ourselves.’

I laugh. ‘That’s a lie, and you know it.’ We’ve definitely crept in here on many an occasion. The benefits of working with your wife in an actual sex club are infinite.

‘Okay,’ she says with a pout, ‘but we’re not usually dressed like this.’

‘Excellent point well made, Mrs French.’ I smile at her as I hold the blindfold up to her eyes and tie it gently at the back of her head.

‘Fluff my hair out, will you? I don’t want blindfold head.’

‘I don’t think that’s a thing, sweetheart,’ I say as I oblige, fanning out her dark curls so they tease the golden skin of her shoulders and chest and arms.

I help her gain her foothold on the cross and then stoop so I can buckle the leather cuffs around each ankle. Her legs are smooth and glossy. I kiss the inside of her knee, just above where the leather straps of her sandals stop, and then, rising slowly to my feet, I kiss my way up one thigh before pressing my mouth to that lace-covered spot just north of her pubic bone.

She sighs happily and strokes along my shoulders until she finds my neck. My hair.

‘Let’s get your hands fastened,’ I say, snagging her wrist so I can kiss her pulse point.

‘Okay.’ She holds her arms up, and I work on fastening them. And then, when my wife is nicely trussed up, I take a step back to admire my handiwork.

‘Absolutely ravishing,’ I pronounce, and she smiles.

‘Ravish me, then.’

I glance back towards the door. ‘Graf’ll be here any second. He was just taking a leak.’ I wouldn’t have restrained her arms above her head if he wasn’t yet imminent.

‘Come on,’ she whispers. ‘Give me something to think about so I really do look turned on in the photos.’

I skim my hands up her thighs, following the curves of her hips, dipping in at her waist and then dragging them upwards so I can palm her beautiful little tits. ‘I can’t think what you mean.’

‘Mmm. Rub them hard, darling.’

‘Like this?’ I find her nipples through the fabric and rub them until they become hard little points. ‘Does the lace make it feel better?’

She inhales sharply through her teeth. ‘Oh God, yes. Just like that.’

‘My little slave girl likes knowing she’s in my hands, I think,’ I muse. I remove one hand and slide it between her legs where the lace is hot and damp. ‘She likes knowing her master can do whatever the fuck he wants to her and she has to take it.’

Jesus fucking Christ, I should get her up on this thing far more often. It’s so insanely hot, having my wife trussed up like this.

‘Oh my God,’ she moans, trying to thrust against my hand, but she doesn’t have much leverage in this position.

I tug the lace to one side and drive a couple of fingers roughly inside her, kissing her jawline instead of her mouth so I don’t ruin her lipstick.

‘She likes knowing I’ve bought her. She’s mine to do every single unspeakable thing I want to her.’

Unspeakable things.

The phrase that Maddy used to proposition me when she figured out how badly I wanted to use her beautiful body to release all my pain and grief and stress on.

The phrase we still whisper to each other whenever we’re feeling horny.

The phrase that feels even more illicit and filthy with my wife playing a crucified slave girl for me.

‘Sir.’ Her breath comes in big, ragged gasps as I drive my fingers wetly in and out and work her clit with rough swipes of my thumb. She’s panting, shaking, and I marvel, as I often do, at how wonderfully responsive my wife is, how quickly I can get her from nought to sixty.

‘My slave girl needs to come really fucking quickly for her master,’ I say now, my cock an agonisingly rigid pole against my zipper, ‘or she won’t get to come at all.’

‘Jesus. Harder. Harder.’

‘Please, sir.’

‘Please, sir. Oh my God, please. Fuck⁠—’

She starts to buck, her inner walls contracting around my fingers, and⁠—

‘Oh, you’re all set up for me. Excellent!’

From behind me comes Tobias’ voice and the unmistakeable scrambling of overexcited dogs as, in front of me, my wife falls noisily, gloriously, apart.
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TOBIAS

Never in my life have I encountered such a bunch of rampant sex addicts, and I did a shoot inside the Playboy Mansion for Vanity Fair that one time in the Noughties.

I need a very large whisky now.
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CAUGHT IN THE ACT


ANTON

Ilove my hedonistic lifestyle these days.

I adore having so much more time to spend with Gen—and with my children, when they’ll tolerate me.

But I have to say, being back in my old office is heady in a way I didn’t anticipate.

Not much has changed. Max got rid of the big old leather chair behind my desk and replaced it with a fantastically ugly ergonomic one that I’m sure is far better for his posture. The books on the shelves are different, of course. But almost everything else in here remains the same as when this was my kingdom and I reigned over my businesses and my women with glorious autonomy.

Graf, the photographer, has set up the shot, finally happy after two hours of his assistants perfecting the lighting. They’ve all gone outside for a quick smoke, and I’m alone in here with my wife. I have to say, the lighting is wonderful—dim and atmospheric, a more photo-friendly take on the ambiance we enjoyed that evening that will forever be branded on my brain.

This time, she loves me.

This time, it’s me and only me she wants to touch her.

This time, there’s no Max. No David. No Athena. There’s just me and the woman I love, completely in sync and ready to perform, to create a series of the most achingly erotic tableaux for this extraordinarily gifted photographic artist. I already know we’ll buy every shot.

Since Graf came on board a few weeks ago, things have moved quickly, and the artistic brief has been refined with the help of Adam and Natalie. The inspiration: those grainy, sexy, shadowy noir-style photos Helmut Newton used to take in the Seventies. The entire calendar will be in black and white, each shot arty and atmospheric enough that it will feel more like a series of movies in which the viewer can drown.

Gen and I have discussed at length what we want from our scenes. The Christmas one was a bit of fun—I enjoyed having my very own ice queen sitting on my lap, rubbing my cock—but this afternoon’s scene is the important one for us.

At the time, I thought that debauched evening in here was a victory far beyond what I’d hoped to achieve, even if Gen wouldn’t let me touch her. It was a victory of minds. Today, we’ve come so much further. She is my world. She’s still the woman of my dreams and my desires. And by getting her on this boardroom table and immortalising this moment between us, I believe I’ll find a very specific kind of closure.

It’s a vindication of every bit of pain I felt that night as I watched David and Max undo her right here, right in front of me, as I ached and ached to touch her.

‘Crikey,’ Gen says, slapping the table. ‘Do you think it’ll hold my weight?’

I scoff. ‘It’ll hold ten of you. Now get up there. I want to warm you up before that lot come back.’

She narrows her beautiful blue eyes at me and lays a palm flat on my chest, over the crisp white shirt I’m wearing. ‘Did you have a nefarious reason for suggesting that vape break?’

‘I have a nefarious reason for absolutely everything I do. I thought you’d have worked that out by now.’ I drag her in towards me, drinking her in. For our little tableau, she’s wearing an ivory coloured silk dress. It has feminine ruffles at the neck and wrists and, more critically for our purposes today, little buttons that undo all the way down to the waist and a full, flimsy skirt that can be rucked up with no effort at all.

‘And that’s why I love you,’ she purrs, wrapping her hands around my neck. I don’t want to spoil her scarlet lipstick—well I do, but I won’t—so I content myself with pressing my lips to her forehead as I let my hand roam over her fantastic arse.

‘Okay,’ I say, releasing her with a little slap on her bottom. ‘Get on the table, sweetheart. Let’s rough you up a bit.’

‘Won’t Tobias want to do that?’ she gasps, but she steps backwards so she’s sitting on the table.

‘I’d like to see him try.’ I step forward, and she opens her legs for me. ‘Now, let’s see. I want you looking déshabillée and utterly ravishing, which, of course, you will.’

I have a very clear vision in my mind for this scene. My wife, undone on the table, an intoxicating concoction of silk and legs and lace, while I’m the marauding invader who’s been caught plundering her. I want it to look exactly as though Graf has intruded upon a private moment while giving the viewer—or voyeur—precisely none of the access to those parts of her that delight me so much.

I put a hand behind her head and lower her gently down onto her back. Her arms fall out to the sides. It’s a wonderfully submissive pose. ‘Lovely. Now, shimmy back a little and put your legs up. I want your heels on the table.’

She obliges, raising her knees and planting her nude stilettos on the polished walnut. As she does, I push the skirt of her dress up so it pools in a soft pile of silk around her waist, giving me and me alone a perfect view of her thong and the camera, a beautiful old Leica M6 already set up on its tripod to one side, the lovely sight of the lace tops of her stockings, her suspender straps, and the golden curve of her arse.

I stroke it gently. ‘How’s this? You comfortable giving everyone this view?’

She smiles up at me, trusting me. ‘Yes.’

‘Excellent. You know, my wife looks very, very sexy lying on my old boardroom table.’

Our eyes lock. We’re both thinking the same thing.

‘I wish it had just been you that time,’ she whispers.

I nod. ‘I know. So do I. But we got here in the end, didn’t we, darling? And we’re here now, so let’s make it count.’

I lean forward and begin unbuttoning her blouse. This ivory lingerie she has on today is very Hitchcock heroine, and it’s making me hard. I get the buttons down to just above her navel and tug at the blouse so it falls prettily open, exposing not only the curves of her breasts but the lace of her corset. Once I’ve got her just exposed enough, I fan her hair out so it lies in platinum locks across the glossy wood.

‘Now, you lie nice and still until they get back,’ I croon, brushing my knuckles down her cheek and over her jaw before trailing my fingertips down the valley of her breasts and further south. ‘Let’s see what we have here.’

Here is the scrap of lace bisecting her legs. It’s damp and warm and wispy enough to move easily when I drag it to one side so I can shove two fingers deep inside my wife. She gazes up at me, lips parting in an O of approval, and I have the oddest feeling of being in two places, two times, at once. I’m here with her now, and I’m back in that—this—room again, watching like a drooling fucking dog as Max and David touched every place on her body that I craved.

She’s so hot, so wet; she’s home and heaven and everything I’ve ever wanted. And I am the only man on this earth who gets to touch her. To explore her. To drive her higher and higher.

‘Feel that?’ I murmur, and she nods.

‘Mmm. Yes. Just like that.’

I stroke my thumb over her clit for a few moments, noting with extreme gratification how it swells under my touch. She starts to move, starts to grind her needy cunt against my hand. I’m rock fucking hard as my wife fucks my hand.

‘God, darling, hurry up,’ she moans, writhing on the table. Her eyelashes are fluttering, her head is turning from side to side as I work her.

‘I intend—’ I begin, and then stop abruptly at the intrusive click of the office door opening.

‘Fuck,’ Gen says feebly. It strikes me that she’s too close to actually give a shit about us being caught. I jerk my head around, my fingers still inside her.

It’s Graf.

‘Give us five minutes,’ I order.

‘No fucking way,’ he spits out. ‘That’s the shot, right there.’

He’s right, I realise. Even without having his vantage point, I know instinctively that we’ve just arranged ourselves in precisely the way I’d envisioned being shot—without the extra touch of my cunt-soaked fingers, possibly.

‘Okay,’ I concede. ‘If Gen’s happy, let’s go ahead and get this done. Quickly. Your gang can stay outside.’

‘Go for it,’ Gen manages, and I turn to her and smirk.

‘That’s quite the breathy little voice you’ve got there, darling,’ I say under my breath.

‘Fuck you,’ she mouths, and my grin broadens. That’s my girl.

I withdraw my fingers delicately, both to piss Gen off and for the sake of common decency, and pull her thong temporarily back over her pretty pink cunt, but I keep my hand there, resting on her pubic bone.

Graf has advanced to the camera which, if Gen’s head is at twelve o’clock, is probably at four or five o’clock. Whoever looks at this image should feel exactly like a voyeur. From what I can tell, this angle will capture my arse in its bespoke trousers, that perfect curve of arse and leg and stocking, and my wife’s aroused face.

‘Okay, turn your faces towards me, both of you,’ Graf orders, stooping to look through the viewfinder. ‘Genevieve, I want yours twisted but relaxed, as though you’re in the throes of—yes, not unlike that, actually. Very good. Anton, I want a more aggressive twist of your body. Bring that right shoulder towards me. I want you looking outraged that you’ve been caught in the act. Understood?’

It doesn’t take many shots. We hold the poses while I stroke my wife’s lace-covered cunt with the knuckle of my index finger. I can hear the effort it’s costing her to keep her breathing even.

As soon as Graf has got the shots, I firmly suggest another vape break for him before he and his team take down the equipment. My wife comes on my fingers almost instantly, and I have the distinct pleasure of flipping her over before pulling her towards me and taking her, hard, fast and brutally, over the table.

When we receive the photographs, they’re exactly as I envisioned, sultry and erotic and spontaneous. Graf’s use of flash makes me look for all the world like a man a private investigator has caught in the act of ravishing his improbably hot secretary on his conference table.

One look at my wife, laid out for me on that table, tells me no one would blame him.
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FORTY LOVE


RAFE

My MO has always been: if you want something done properly, do it yourself.

Unfortunately, that’s also the MO of my three co-founders and best friends. When it comes to planning our joint fortieth birthday bash, you could say there are a lot of cooks in this kitchen.

Luckily, I love them.

Also, they’re all damn fine cooks.

Deciding on a venue wasn’t an issue. Given the amount of children we all seem to be producing, it was important to us that we find a place that was as family-friendly as it was luxurious (oh, how far we’ve come from the debauched early days of Alchemy). It also had to have incredible food and be within an easy distance of London.

There was one clear choice: Sorrel Farm, a stunning resort, foodie haven and working biodynamic farm in Kent, around twenty miles south-east of London as the crow flies. I’ve watched its rise with interest and admiration. Several years ago, a celebrity named Evelyn Macleod took a controlling interest, and she and her husband turned its fortunes around. Shortly after that, the Montague Group took a stake, adding a new jewel in the crown of their global hotel collection.

Since then, its rise has been stratospheric. Good job they only take reservations a year out, and even better job that I pulled my old mate, Theo Montague, aside just over a year ago and asked him for a price to take over the entire resort for a weekend.

And here we are.

This evening, one hundred of our closest friends and relatives will take over Sorrel Farm with fuck knows how many of their children tagging along—I’ve totally lost count. While the resort won’t quite be at full capacity, its staff will have its hands full with entertaining copious amounts of children of every age while keeping the adults fed and watered. (I’m confident we grownups can entertain ourselves.)

This feels like a good window of opportunity to push the boat out. To take a weekend and celebrate our families. Our friendship. While I can’t claim to have engineered this deliberately, Belle is just past the twelve-week mark with our second child. She’s doing better this time—she seems less nauseous than she did with Rosalie—but she’s pretty tired juggling work and an energetic toddler with growing a human being, so a weekend of sunbathing and catching up with the girls seems just what the doctor ordered.

Besides, once this baby arrives, I don’t see us leaving the house for the next, I don’t know, five years? I have no idea how the fuck people juggle more than one.

It’s incredible to think that before Belle Scott floated into my life, all tiger eyes and golden hair and honeyed limbs, I had no intention at all of settling down. I was working hard and playing harder. My life was convenience food and convenience fucking.

And now, four short years later, I’m as obsessively and revoltingly in love as a man can be.

I’m a husband.

I’m a father.

I’m that dickhead who actually counts his blessings every night before he goes to bed, because love and gratitude is the perfect attitude, or however the saying goes, and I’m knee-deep in both of them.

My mates are just the same. Gen and Cal I despaired of, if I’m honest. For completely different reasons, I didn’t think either of them would ever find that one person who was capable of making them rethink their single status.

And Zach?

My heart has bled more tears over that guy and his daughters than over any other human beings I know. There was a time when I wasn’t sure he’d make it. None of us were. We were worried sick at the shell of a man he became after we lost Claire: a flesh and blood human hollowed out by grief.

When I look at the man he is today, madly in love and fucking delighted with Jonny, deliriously happy with his incredible wife and beautiful daughters, I could kiss Maddy. She will never know how unutterably grateful we all are to her for bringing our mate back to the most purposeful, vibrant version of life.

So let’s bring it on this weekend.

Let’s raise our glasses and toast the myriad blessings that rain down on us every day.

Let’s drink to our health and our children and our better halves.

And let’s hope the rain stays the fuck away.
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My formal medical prediction is that if we lived down here, my blood pressure would halve. Not that it’s overly high—I take good care of myself. Still, it’s hard to imagine a more idyllic way to spend a Friday night than this (the shrieks of over-excited kids aside, that is).

Given our friends are arriving at various points over the course of the evening, keeping tonight on the informal side seemed sensible. No one wants to be stressing to make a prescribed time for dinner while navigating the obligatory Friday evening traffic jams heading out of London.

When the four of us came down here to scope the place out in detail a few months ago, it was Theo Montague’s wife, Nora, who showed us around. She runs all the events here. As soon as we spotted the Walled Garden, it was game over. It may have looked sparser in February than I remember it being when Theo’s brother Miles got married here, but my memories of that day were enough to tell me how glorious it’d be in summer.

So here we are, right in the centre of the resort, on a serene late-June evening, kicking back with ice-cold beers in one of the most picturesque environments I’ve had the pleasure of seeing recently. This area, with its ancient walls, lies right at the centre of the resort. The space is punctuated by a long, slate-tiled pool that runs down its centre. Said pool is currently inhabited by half a dozen rash-vest-clad staff from the kids’ club and God knows how many children and floaties. They look to be having an absolute ball.

Around the periphery of the garden lie spectacular flower beds in all shades of white, blue and purple, delphiniums and hollyhocks and verbena jostling for space. Nora told us the gardens would be at their best in June, and boy, was she right. Above them, the old walls are covered with a combination of espaliers and wisteria which must have been fantastic last month and is now a vibrant green.

We could do this. We could sell up and buy a rambling pile down here with orchards and paddocks and a pool. We could cultivate gardens like this, gardens that get better every year. We could mark the kids’ heights with cuts into an old oak tree and spend Friday evenings drinking chilled white wine in our tranquil walled garden instead of trying out whatever newest and coolest restaurant is on our hit list.

Still, I know in my heart that Belle and I couldn’t leave the vibrance of London for long. I’m aware, unfortunately, that the tranquility of a place like this would drive us barmy without the buzz of London to offset it. At least it’s a reminder to escape the city more often.

I slip my arm more tightly around my wife, who’s sitting next to me in a circle of some of our gang, and survey the rest of the scene. Sorrel Farm is famed for its food, not just because its farm to table eating style benefits from the biodynamic farming practices it espouses, but because of the talents of their chef. I have every one of her cookery books.

In keeping with our informal approach tonight, catering-sized barbecues and long trestle tables line one side of the garden, the latter groaning under the weight of huge food platters. People are digging in as they arrive, and it seems the food just keeps being replenished.

Probably a good thing, given the rate at which Cal’s putting away those spare ribs.

Everywhere I look, our loved ones are laughing and joking. I spot Dex and Max chatting with Lauren and Charles, standing closer to the pool’s edge than I would deem advisable, given the level of splashing the kids are managing. The tweens and teens—mainly the French and Russell kids, I think—are in an awkward gaggle to one side. I remember that age, when everything felt awkward and the adults shunted you all together and expected you to hang out.

But, closer to home, the newest members of the Alchemy gang are getting along famously, and putting on a hell of a show for us.

Rosalie and Jonny are playing together in the little patch of lawn right in front of where we’re sitting. Post swim, they’re wearing dry nappies and matching yellow-and-white striped ponchos made of towelling fabric. When they get older, they will have many questions about why they were dressed identically or complementarily so much of the time, and when that happens, Zach and I will direct them to their mothers for answers.

I have to admit, they’re a fucking adorable pair. Jonny’s a robust little guy, marginally taller than Rosalie and smiley as hell, so dark next to her fairness. They’re playing with an inflatable beach ball someone nabbed from the pool, waddling along after it and constantly falling over. Each time one of them falls on their arse, the look of shock on their face nearly finishes me off. It’s priceless.

‘So cute,’ Belle says, leaning forward and zooming in on them with her phone.

‘They have to get married when they grow up,’ Mads insists, and Zach snorts.

‘Pretty sure that would feel like marrying your cousin, given how close they are.’

‘Childhood friends to lovers is a very romantic trope,’ she tells him with a straight face.

‘Not happening,’ I tell her. ‘Rosalie will never have any lovers. She’s going to your old school as soon as she’s eleven. Her upbringing will make her mother’s look like she was raised in a free love commune.’

Ben Scott may be persona non grata in our household, but I’m beginning to empathise more with his “purity culture” approach to Belle’s upbringing than I did before I had a daughter, that’s for sure.

My wife snorts in a most unladylike fashion. ‘Not as long as she has Maddy for a godmother, it won’t.’

‘Definitely should have thought that one through more carefully,’ I muse aloud. To stir the pot, I add, ‘Speaking of intermarriage among the next generation, I reckon Kit’s trying to impress Stella.’ I jerk my head to where the older kids are gathered with their ice creams.

Right on cue, Zach attempts to jump to his feet, his face thunderous. So fucking predictable. Maddy holds him back. ‘Stop it,’ she hisses. ‘You promised the girls you wouldn’t embarrass them this weekend.’

‘He’d better not try anything,’ he blusters, taking an angry swig of his rosé.

I smirk broadly. In just over a decade, I’ll be squarely in his shoes, but for now, this is gold. Aida and I exchange glances, and I see that she’s trying to hold back her laughter, too.

‘He’s two years younger than her,’ Maddy points out. ‘She’d rather die than give him the time of day. I promise you, no fourteen year-old girl wants to even acknowledge a twelve-year-old boy.’

‘Look at those keepy-uppies, though,’ Cal remarks, a glow of pride on his face. Kit’s expression is one of pure concentration as he shows off his skills with a football for the rest of them. Nancy is keeping a loud count, while Stella looks wholeheartedly unimpressed. She got scouted for Chelsea’s youth team a couple of years ago. She’s seriously talented—far more than Kit, I’d warrant.

‘Yeah, Stel’s gonna wipe the floor with him when he’s done,’ Zach predicts, looking more relaxed. ‘Too early to tell if this one will take after his sister, though.’

He nods in the direction of his youngest, who promptly falls sideways over the ball and goes arse over tit. Rosalie shouts with delighted laughter and claps her hands together while Jonny, initially unsure of what to make of his surprise crash landing, beams happily.

Having a toddler is exhausting, but I have a feeling that it only gets more complex the older they get.
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THE SPA-CTACULAR SISTERHOOD


MADDY

‘Is it weird that we had a couples massage with each other instead of our husbands?’ I ask Belle. We’re lying out in a small, sunny courtyard that’s exclusive to the resort’s spa, both relaxed and glowing from our treatments.

‘Nah. It’d be weird if the boys had one together, but not us. Anyway, I wanted to be able to fall asleep and drool without worrying about whether I’d look attractive.’

‘You snored, too,’ I tell her.

‘I’m pregnant. Leave me alone.’

‘You’re three months pregnant. Not enough to justify snoring. Did Darcy snore, Nat?’

Nat and Darcy have just had their couples massage, as have Aida and Gen. We all grin at each other in smug satisfaction from our loungers in this lovely little sun trap. This is the life. No husbands. No kids. Just the girls.

‘Like a warthog,’ Nat says cheerfully, and we giggle.

‘I passed out so hard. They put me on one of those pregnant-lady beds with a hole for my face and one for my belly. It was epic.’

‘Yeah, but you’re seven months gone,’ I say. ‘Snoring is allowed.’

‘You’re giving me my first nephew,’ Belle says. ‘Everything is forgiven.’

I sit bolt upright and look at her in outrage. She waves a dismissive hand.

‘Relax. My first blood nephew. Jonny’s the OG, obvs.’

I collapse down against my lovely mattress. ‘I’m a little jealous that you guys have enforced sobriety. I feel like shit.’

‘That Whispering Angel was going down far too well last night,’ Gen says.

‘It’s lethal,’ Aida agrees. ‘Drinking it feels like drinking water.’

‘The sobriety stuff is fun,’ Darcy says, ‘except when everyone else is drunk. Like tonight. By the time we get to ten o’clock I’ll just want to escape to bed and avoid all the boring, repetitive drunks.’

‘Do it,’ I tell her. ‘That’s why we made a weekend of it—it’s not just about this evening. And if anyone calls you out tomorrow, just tell them you were there the whole evening. They’ll never remember whether you were or not.’

As she laughs, the door opens, and Athena comes out. Like us, she’s in the spa’s signature white fluffy robe and slippers. I don’t know Athena well at all, but I have a definite girl crush. She is gorgeous. The boys are close to her husband Gabe, who is hot as fuck. They know him through Adam, I think. Or Anton. Or both, maybe? I know Nat’s grown close to her, and Darcy has hung out with her a fair bit, too, but I haven’t had too many interactions with her.

My only real knowledge of her is that she was Anton’s assistant back in the day, that she was shagging him, and she was a part of that orgy in his office. She’s young, though. Probably around the same age as me and Belle.

‘Hey,’ Gen says warmly. ‘Come and have a seat.’ She points to the empty lounger next to her.

Athena hesitates. ‘Are you sure? I don’t want to interrupt.’

‘Of course! Come and chill out. It’s lovely out here,’ Gen insists. She does a quick round of introductions as Athena drops elegantly down onto the lounger, though we all know her to say hi to.

‘Did you get a facial?’ I ask her, because her face looks all glowy and gorgeous.

‘Yeah,’ she says with a sigh. ‘It was so heavenly. I wouldn’t let my therapist do any extraction—I wanted all of the bliss and none of the pain.’

‘Now I wish I’d had a facial,’ I say with a pout. ‘It was so hard to choose. Though my couple’s massage with Belle was very erotic.’

Everybody laughs.

‘I can highly recommend it,’ Athena says, raising her glass of cucumber water to her mouth. ‘And, obviously, I went and bought all the products afterwards. They all smell so good.’

‘They’re incredible,’ Belle agrees with a decadent stretch, raising her arms above her head. ‘Evelyn Macleod is such a great businesswoman.’

‘If you get a chance to meet her husband, do it,’ Gen says. ‘He runs the farm here—he’s the guy responsible for turning the entire place over to biodynamics. Very sweet, very attractive. Angus, his name is. He’s usually on a tractor.’

‘There’s something about a farmer,’ Aida sighs. ‘Am I right? I bet he has a tonne of integrity.’

‘Yeah, having your man come in from his hard toil in the fields all day…’ I muse. ‘I could handle that.’

‘And yet you went for a spreadsheet freak,’ Darcy observes.

I hug myself. ‘My man is definitely a freak in the sheets.’

‘And Gabe used to be a priest, right?’ Belle asks Athena. ‘What’s that like? I’d never be able to tell from looking at him.’

‘Belle asks this,’ Nat tells Athena, ‘from the perspective of someone who has the biggest raging priest kink anyone has ever had in the history of mankind. Rafe put that confessional in the Alchemy basement specially for her.’

‘And for that, I thank you,’ Athena deadpans, and we all scream with laughter.

‘Wait, have you guys actually used it?’ Belle asks. She groans. ‘Oh my God. You’ve used it with a guy who was actually a priest. I’m so jealous.’

Aida is laughing so hard she can barely breathe. ‘Catholics are so fucking weird.’

‘He’s definitely convincing,’ Athena says with a secret smile.

‘Gabe is way too diabolical looking to have been a priest,’ Nat claims. ‘I thought that the moment I met him.’

‘I totally agree,’ Athena says. ‘That’s why he’s perfect.’

There’s a chorus of gooey ahhhs and then I ask, ‘How did you guys meet? You work with him, right?’

Athena and Gen exchange a look that I’m not quite clear on.

‘That’s right,’ Athena says.

‘Wow,’ I muse aloud. ‘You get some hot bosses. What’s your secret?’

Before she can answer, Gen says, ‘The woman has an MBA from the Sorbonne, speaks four languages and is bloody good at what she does. I’m not sure she needs a secret. Gabe called Anton up and practically begged him to put a good word in with Athena.’ She gives me the slightest shake of her head, like leave it alone.

‘Fair enough,’ I say, giving Athena a wink. ‘Sounds like Gabe’s the lucky one.’

She gives me a self-deprecating smile, but I could swear the smile she then turns on Gen is drenched in gratitude.

Weird.
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‘I want to live here,’ I sigh as Zach and I stroll along the path from our beautiful cottage, The Dovecote, through the gardens of Sorrel Farm to the Main Barn. He laughs and kisses the top of my head as he squeezes my hand.

‘It’s charming, that’s for sure. But I don’t really see you mucking out pigs, sweetheart.’

‘Who said anything about mucking out? We’d have staff for that.’

‘Our new name for Mads is officially Lady Muck,’ he tells the girls.

It’s one of those June evenings that make you believe England is the most beautiful place on the planet. The flowers here are heaven. I bet it’s equally gorgeous in autumn, and I’ve heard it’s magical at Christmas, too.

‘Are you happy? Are you enjoying your birthday celebrations?’ I ask him.

He pauses for a second and gazes down at me, and I shiver, because when Zach French really looks at you, it’s something else.

‘I couldn’t possibly be happier. Here I am, with my beautiful wife and my beautiful daughters, about to spend the evening with all the people I love most in the world. I am a very, very happy man.’ He bends and brushes a kiss over my lips.

‘Except Jonny,’ Nancy points out.

‘Except Jonny,’ he agrees. ‘That kid will sleep like a rock tonight, mark my words.’

I expect he’s right. Jonny had an absolute ball today. He’ll have a quiet bath with Ruth and be perfectly happy.

‘You look gorgeous,’ I tell Stella and Nancy. ‘Both of you.’

They really do. Zach and Claire gave these two seriously good genes. They both have an early summer tan, thanks to our cheeky week in Majorca last month during their mid-term break. Nancy’s retained her dark curls, but they’re way better groomed these days, and Stella will be a real heartbreaker. At fourteen, she’s leggy as hell, toned from her rigorous football schedule, and golden-blonde. As with her mother, the combination of that hair with her dark eyes is downright gorgeous. Both the girls are in silver sequinned dresses from some teenager-focused shop on the Kings Road.

‘No need for disco balls tonight,’ Nancy says, stopping to do a twirl on the pathway.

‘I’ll need you two when I break out my dad dancing moves later,’ Zach warns, and they groan right on cue.

‘No, Dad, please,’ Stella pleads.

‘It’s my fortieth. When Dancing in the Dark comes on, my feet will move of their own accord and drag me right into the middle of the dance floor. I’ll be powerless to help it.’

Zach’s actually a great dancer. Boy’s got serious rhythm, but I can’t help but laugh at the horror on the girls’ faces. Parental embarrassment is alive and well in the French household.

‘You can hang with the young people,’ I say, uncomfortably aware that I sound like an ancient youth camp counsellor or something.

‘They’re idiots,’ Stella says mutinously.

‘What about Cal and Aida’s boys? They seem like nice kids?’

‘Kit is like, a total showoff,’ Nancy pipes up. She’s outgrown her lisp—that bitch, Frances, was wrong about her needing speech therapy. ‘He keeps asking Stella to do keepy-uppy competitions with him, and she keeps beating him. It’s just embarrassing.’

Zach and I glance at each other and grin.

‘He’s a perfect example of toxic masculinity,’ Stella says, and I feel my husband’s hand shake with barely-controlled mirth against mine.

‘I can’t imagine Cal would stand for that,’ I protest. ‘I’m sure he’s just being competitive, though I’m absolutely thrilled that Stel’s been thrashing him. What about Pip? He seems so sweet!’

‘He stares at me too much,’ Stella tells us. ‘It’s weird. And he’s boring. All he wants to talk about is the environment. He and Sam—that’s Evelyn and Angus’ son—have been hanging around with Angus all day looking at manure or something. He’s way too geeky.’

Maybe Pip has a little crush on Stella. How sweet! In an uncharacteristically diplomatic move, I keep my lips sealed. If I even suggested it, she’d go nuts. Her only interest in boys revolves around their football skills.

‘Maybe you’d learn something from him,’ Zach says mildly, ‘if you just gave the poor kid a chance rather than writing him off first shot you get. He strikes me as shy. You girls have strong characters—you can be quite intimidating, you know, especially to someone who’s more introverted. I say make an effort.’

The eye roll Stella gives him leaves no room for doubt as to her thoughts on the wisdom of that particular piece of advice.
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GLORY DAYS 2.0


ZACH

‘No,’ Gen says, looking at Cal with horror. ‘Absolutely not.’ She pats her immaculate hair for emphasis.

The four of us plus Mads are standing in the lobby area of Sorrel Farm’s Main Barn, where tonight’s party has taken place. Cal’s dragged us out here to prepare for our big Dancing in the Dark moment.

‘Come on,’ Cal says in a wheedling voice. ‘You have to! You’ll spoil it otherwise.’

‘I’m game.’ I take the Stars and Stripes bandanna he’s holding out to her and tie it around my head. ‘What do you think?’ I ask Mads. ‘Sexy, huh?’

‘Sexy as sin,’ she confirms, reaching up to kiss me on the cheek.

‘Fine,’ Gen says in a huffy voice. She grabs a bandanna from the stash in his other hand and ties it on, too. Even I can appreciate that its addition does her beautiful pale pink dress no favours at all. Rafe and Cal follow suit, and we grin at each other. Everyone but me is pretty hammered by now. I’ve been going light on the booze tonight. The older I get, the worse my memory loss gets when I drink. I’d rather keep my wits about me and drink in every fantastic moment of this evening.

‘Looking good, people,’ Cal says. ‘We’ve still got it.’

I glance down at my ridiculously beautiful twenty-six-year-old wife and wink. She certainly still has it. What she wants with an old fart like me, I have no clue, but I’ll take it.

‘Let’s go embarrass our kids,’ I say.

‘Wait here,’ Cal says, holding a finger up. ‘We need to make a grand entrance. I’ll tee the band up.’

We have an incredible Eighties tribute band here tonight called Neon Thunder. They’ve been rocking this place since they came on an hour ago.

Rafe shakes his head as Cal disappears back into the main space. ‘He’s such an old woman. I give him ten years before he’s organising bingo nights.’

‘Aww, he’s a sweetie,’ Mads says fondly as she adjusts my bandanna and fluffs my hair so it’s sticking up, Eighties style. My wife adores Cal, always has. They seem to get each other’s—somewhat childish—sense of humour. ‘It’s cute that he cares.’

‘He definitely cares,’ I mutter. As our event organiser, he’s done the lion’s share of work on pulling together the millions of tiny things that will make this weekend memorable, and I have to admit, he’s done a cracking job. I suppose our Springsteen moment is one of those things.

A moment later, Cal comes crashing through the door. ‘We’re up! Let’s go dazzle them!’

Maddy giggles. Gen purses her lips.

‘Just be glad he didn’t make us learn a dance routine,’ Rafe says, putting his hands to the sides of his head to straighten his bandanna. ‘Let’s go show these guys what we were like in the glory days. Remember Sports Night?’

Ah, Sports Night. Every Wednesday night in the students’ union, the sports teams would celebrate or commiserate their fixtures earlier that day while half-naked girls threw themselves at them on the dance floor. It was everyone’s favourite night of the week. As rugby players, we did very well for ourselves. We’d show up, showered and dressed in the team tie, blue Oxford-weave shirt and navy blazer, and the women would flock.

It was fucking epic, even if I was marginally less of a player than Cal and Rafe. Gen used to do all right for herself too, if I remember rightly—she had a penchant for hockey players.

We hover by the heavy glass doors, waiting. There’s a mirror on the far side of the lobby, and I get a glimpse of our reflection. ‘We look like a load of muppets,’ I say fondly, and Gen catches my eye in the mirror.

‘Abso-fucking-lutely.’

Then Cal’s giving us his signal, and we power through into the main dance space, the iconic opening riffs of Dancing in the Dark exploding around us. There are whoops and hollers from those dancing and those still sitting as we take to the dance floor.

The band is really going for it, and it’s getting everyone in the mood. They’ve even cranked up the smoke machines. There’s one guy with mirrored aviators and long blonde hair Whitesnake would be proud of. He’s playing electric guitar. Positioned right front of him on the floor is a huge fan, tilted upwards so that his hair blows out like he’s in a schmaltzy rock video. I want to be him when I grow up.

As soon as we’re on the dance floor, I drag my beautiful wife into my arms and proceed to twirl her around. She always looks incredible, but tonight she takes my breath away in a red satin minidress that leaves one shoulder bare and sports a giant fabric rose on the other. She’s sexy as hell, and this forty-year-old man will never stop being grateful to her for saving me.

She smiles at me as our bodies smash together post one particularly aggressive twirl. ‘The bandanna is hot, Spreadsheet. Makes you look like a bad boy.’

‘I’ll show you how bad I can be when I tie you up with it later,’ I growl at her. I may not be matching everyone else’s booze consumption, but I’m always drunk on my wife. In answer, she kisses me seductively on the mouth.

‘Leave that until they play Lady in Red later!’ Rafe yells, gyrating beside us in a rather alarming manner. ‘Come and dance!’

Dear God. This magical bandanna—or maybe this magical band—has transformed my best mate from suave man about town to cheesy Eighties workout wannabe.

Mads and I form a circle with the rest of the Alchemy gang. I beckon over Nance and Stella who are watching with extreme discomfort from the young people’s table, but Nance shakes her head vehemently. Stella, meanwhile, is busy capturing every second on her phone, with probable plans to use it as leverage against us in the future. Pip Russell is standing next to her, watching us avidly while Kit is already in the centre of our circle, shaking his hips. I swear he could be Cal’s biological son.

I huff in mock disapproval as Anton nicks Gen’s bandanna right off her head and proceeds to ram it on his own without untying it. It’s too small, and he looks ridiculous, but he’s really going for it, shirt unbuttoned almost all the way and hips rolling. I suppose he could have been a teenager when Springsteen released this. He looks like he’s found his happy place. Gen smooths her hair down with a smug smirk and allows him to gyrate up against her arse. His adult kids are nowhere to be seen—probably getting drunk in a corner somewhere.

And then it happens. It was always going to. Cal gets his shirt off, spinning it in the air a couple of times like a lasso before throwing it at an amused-looking Aida, and throws himself down on the ground to indulge in his favourite party piece: The Worm.

He’s fucking good at it—always has been—but I wouldn’t like to try that on a wooden floor with no shirt on.

Our guests start up a clap, drawing into our circle. ‘Cal! Cal! Cal!’

Disliking the attention Cal’s getting, Rafe dives down beside him, opting wisely to keep his shirt on, and the roars grow louder. Rafe’s always been snake hipped. Belle’s cheering him on with raucous whoops as the wannabe Springsteen on stage continues his most excellent cover and my sexy wife dances around me. With a primal screech of utter delight, Max dives in from fuck knows where and launches himself into an energetic, hip-thrusting worm too. I give Dex and Adam seconds before their FOMO has them getting stuck in.

My mates are insane, but fuck, I love them. Who’d have thought when Cal, Rafe, Gen and I cooked up our hare-brained scheme to open the classiest, most desirable sex club this city had ever seen, that we’d end up like this? Ecstatically happy, with families of all shapes and sizes and structures and friends so dear they may as well be family, too?

There’s definitely something in the water at Alchemy.
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AND THEN THERE WERE FOUR


DARCY

Ithought there could be nothing scarier than a group of medical staff who really ought to know better discharging you from their lovely, serene, staff-heavy private hospital with a real live baby and just expecting you to waltz off into the centre of London with no instruction manual.

I was wrong.

It’s even scarier when your husbands drive you home, and you walk through the front door of a house that was your sanctuary when you left it but now feels like a foreign land, and one husband ushers you gently into the living room and plumps up some cushions before you gingerly ease your banged-up vagina down on the sofa while the other places the car seat carrying said baby on the floor in front of you.

Because then what the ever-loving fuck are you supposed to do?

And this is coming from someone who has not only staff on hand but two actual husbands. How the hell are you supposed to cope if there are only two of you?

And how do single mothers survive even a single day? Dear Lord, it doesn’t bear thinking about.

I stare down at Baby Charlie, fast asleep and so tiny and perfect and astonishing that it hurts my heart. He had very mild jaundice when he was born, an ailment that the hospital managed with light treatment, but he still looks slightly suntanned. His hair is dark. It may be sparse, but it’s the silkiest thing I’ve ever felt.

He smells like vanilla, he’s hungry a lot, and I wouldn’t have needed a paternity test to establish which of my husbands was his father, because the moment he fixed those huge, dark-blue eyes on me, I knew.

Biologically speaking, this is Dex’s son.

Dex settles next to me now, wrapping his arm firmly around my shoulders and tugging me towards him as he gazes down at our son. Max, meanwhile, squats next to the car seat.

‘Do you want to hold him?’

‘Please, honey.’

I don’t want to hold him. I need to hold him like I need my next breath.

Max unbuckles the harness and lifts Charlie out by the armpits, his fingers long enough to support his head. He hands him to me, and Charlie instinctively snuggles inwards with a farmyard snuffle, a soft little comma with his tiny nappy-clad bum under my palm and his breaths feather-light against my neck.

I’m not sure people would describe me as a peaceful person. I tend to be on a lot of the time. But here, in this quiet living room, with the three men I love more than I would ever have thought possible, I may as well be floating in a Caribbean lagoon for the serenity I feel.

Dex has his head on my shoulder. Charlie is snuggled right where he should be, on my breast. I glance up to find Max staring down at the three of us, the love in his blue eyes fierce.

‘Photo?’

I smile. ’Go for it.’

He pulls his phone out of his pocket and aims it at the three of us. I look like shit. The skin on my face is still so red and blotchy. I have burst blood vessels on my eyelids from when I threw up after Charlie came out, and my lips are all chapped. But clearly beauty is in the eye of the beholder, because Max says in a choked voice, ‘I’ve never seen a more beautiful sight in my life than the three of you.’ He puts his phone away. ‘I’ll go put the kettle on.’

‘Stop.’ I hold out my free hand and clasp his. ‘It can wait five minutes. Come and sit with us for a sec.’

I already know Max will be the person who tethers the four of us together, who keeps our heads above water when we’re so sleep-deprived and hormonal and terrified that we don’t know which way is up. His love language is serving, but I don’t want him serving us so hard that he loses a single chance to just be with us.

He hesitates, then sits down on my other side, so gently that the sofa cushions barely shift under him, turning his entire torso towards me. His arm snakes over the sofa back, over Dex’s, their bodies cradling me and Charlie. I let my head drop back against their arms and shift my poor, sore undercarriage further forward so I’m reclining, our baby still curled up against me.

Only then do I let out a sigh. A long, exhausted, contented sigh. I glance at Max to my right, then Dex to my left, and I chuckle. ‘Holy crap. We’ve survived the first five minutes.’

‘You’re doing great, angel,’ Dex says before leaning in to kiss me on the lips.

‘Thanks.’ My voice is shaky. I let my hand do a lap of Charlie’s back. His pale blue and white striped onesie is made from the softest bamboo. His tiny lungs rise and fall under my palm. The speed of his breathing is astounding, as is the fact that he can keep himself alive like this.

Max ducks his head so he can peer at our son’s face, currently nestled into my neck. ‘He has three adults shitting bricks here, and he’s totally oblivious.’

‘Sounds about right,’ Dex says, his voice sounding as shaky as mine did. ‘God, he’s so perfect.’

‘He has your eyes,’ Max tells Dex over me.

Dex instantly starts demurring. ‘No, no—it’s impossible to tell at this stage. He⁠—’

‘I dreamed of that,’ Max insists. ‘If I was a praying man, I’d have prayed for it. All I’ve ever wanted was a child who had Darcy’s smile and your eyes.’
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MAX

In the nine months that we had to prepare for Charlie’s arrival, we settled on the following plan, or mission statement, most accurately.

It was this:

That the three of us would embrace this life-changing gift wholeheartedly.

That we’d deprioritise the daily bullshit that life and jobs throw at us and focus on immersing ourselves in the miracle of our son’s early days.

That we’d use our cunning advantage of having one extra adult in the relationship to establish an equilibrium that meant no one person, including Darcy—especially Darcy—would be too overwhelmed and exhausted to enjoy this most special, fleeting time.

That we’d get help, as much as possible, so that our only duties were to revel in our baby and rest (probably in that order, to be realistic).

I wasn’t up for any sort of night nanny or maternity nurse for a good while. There are three of us, for fuck’s sake! I was confident that between us we could manage, until I had an eye-opening conversation with Rafe at a Berry Bros champagne tasting one night.

‘Your child is the most important investment you’ll ever make,’ he told me. ‘You wouldn’t buy a new Porsche and get behind the wheel if you’d never had a driving lesson, would you? You wouldn’t dream of trying to “work it out as you go along”. So why the fuck would you leave it to chance with your baby? Honestly, you should book up Josie, our maternity nurse.’

I grimaced. ‘It just seems—I don’t know—like an obnoxious thing to do.’

‘Since when have you not been obnoxious? But seriously, okay, imagine you’re at home that first night, and the baby’s been feeding off Darcy for like, an hour, but you have no idea whether they’ve had enough milk. Or you’ve burped them for ten minutes but nothing’s come up. Should you put them down? Or do you keep trying to burp them?

‘What if they’re throwing up too much, or you don’t understand why they won’t stop crying, or—and this is a common one—you guys have fed them and burped them and changed them and it feels like you’ve just got them down and then the whole fucking cycle just starts all over again. It’s bloody relentless. I’m telling you. Having the right expert on hand can mean the difference between days and nights of pulling your hair out versus an experience where you all get to fully participate in the good bits but you spare yourself the heartache.

‘Rosalie used to scream every time we put her down after a feed. Like agonised screaming. It was awful. Belle cried every time. Josie diagnosed silent reflux and we took her to the paediatrician—bingo. She was spot-on. God knows how long we would have all soldiered on in total fucking bewilderment. I dread to think.’

I held up a hand. ‘Okay, okay. You’ve made your point. I’ll give her a call tomorrow.’

We all loved Josie when we interviewed her. She was competent and organised enough to please me, and caring and effusive enough for Darce and Dex.

With her due to start this evening, our schedule looks like this:

Dex and I alternate nights while we’re both on paternity leave. This gives us equal time with Darcy and Charlie, and equal exposure to what Josie can teach us.

Whoever’s not on duty sleeps alone in our room—depressing, but necessary for a sound night’s sleep.

Darcy and the husband on duty sleep in the spare room with Charlie, next to the nursery, where Josie is sleeping now and where Charlie will eventually sleep.

We’ve all agreed that Darcy’s only job right now is to feed him. She needs as much sleep as possible. From what Rafe said, I realise the feed-burp-change cycle can be both time-consuming and far too regular. We need to eliminate as much of that as possible so our wife can get the rest she needs between feeds. With three other adults on hand and the terrifying but efficient technology of breast pumps available, we’re determined that Darce will not shoulder this burden alone.

I feel quietly confident that we have a decent structure in place. Inevitably, parts of it will go to shit now that the little man is here, but that’s okay. The funny thing is that it all looked great on paper, but now that he’s arrived safely, and we’ve brought him home, and I’m sitting here with my wife and my husband and our child in what I suspect is a rare moment of calm, all the planning feels immaterial.

Because what I said was true. I’ve known for an impossibly long time now that to have Darcy and Dex immortalised in a child would be a gift more precious than anything else. However much I fill Dex up with my cum, I’ll never impregnate him. So to have been blessed with Charlie, the genetic product of the two most incandescent souls my own soul has ever encountered, has my cup positively overflowing.

He really does have Dex’s eyes. When he looked up at me the first time I held him in my arms, I had the most astonishing sense of recognition. I’d seen those eyes before, on one of the two loves of my life. That had to be a better surprise than seeing my own eyes.

Time will tell if our son has my wife’s smile.

I lay my hand gently over Darcy’s, and Dex puts his over mine, his touch warm and sure. Skin on skin on skin.

‘Can you feel it?’ she whispers. We’re still for a moment, and yes, I can feel it. I can feel the way her hand rises beneath mine with each fleeting breath our son takes into his impossibly tiny lungs and falls as he releases it.

‘Yeah,’ I whisper, leaning in to kiss her on the temple. ‘I can feel it.’

‘Me too,’ Dex says in awe.

I lean back from her, quiet for a moment. Her head is still leaning against our arms, her eyes flickering closed. I can tell she’s far from her comfort zone, but still, she’s radiating a kind of serenity, of completeness, that I’ve never seen on her.

‘You know, sweetheart,’ I say finally, ‘you’re objectively a stunning woman, but I’ve never seen you look so radiant as you do right now.’ My hand flexes over hers, and Dex caresses my knuckles. ‘If I could bottle this moment forever, I would.’

She laugh-groans. ‘I look like total shit.’

‘No you don’t.’ I shake my head firmly. Dex is shaking his, too. ‘You look like an incredible woman whose body just performed a miracle, and you’ve given us a son, and you are clearly deliriously in love with him, and all that is so very beautiful. Dex and I have talked about nothing but this, and we’ve agreed on it, so there. It’s two against one.’

Last night, Darcy and Charlie spent their final night in hospital and I fucked my husband slowly and deeply in our huge bed. It was heavenly, as usual. Probably even more heavenly than usual, spliced through as the occasion was with the weight of love and emotion and relief, but we were both aware of Darcy and Charlie’s absence. It simply didn’t feel right.

Today, our wife and son are at home and we are now four.

And all is right with the world.

[image: ]


DEX

Darcy is, thank God, sleeping soundly, courtesy of utter bloody exhaustion, but I lie awake beside her listening with wonder to the snuffly little farmyard noises of our son as he sleeps. He really does sound like a piglet.

Even if he wasn’t making a peep, it would be impossible to be unaware of his presence. He’s so impossibly small, yet his being here has changed everything for us. Everything is different, and our life as we know it has altered forever.

When his snuffles turn to fretful bleats and squeaks, I ease myself out of the bed as carefully as possible so as not to wake Darcy. A peek into his crib shows my expertly swaddled son not quite wakeful but certainly growing agitated. I lift him out—he’s a white burrito in his bunny-strewn muslin—and, holding him tightly against my chest, sneak out of the room and tap gently on the nursery door.

‘Oh dear,’ Josie says with a warm smile at him, ‘is the wee man getting peckish?’ She has a soft Edinburgh accent that’s incredibly soothing. I can see why our friends call her a baby whisperer.

‘Let’s see if we can hold him off for a wee bit longer before we wake Mum,’ she says. ‘This is our job—to stave off those feeds as much as we can without him getting too upset.’

‘How will we know when he’s starving?’ I ask with concern, and she gives a quiet laugh. ‘He has a fair set of lungs on him. He’ll tell you, believe me. But he might just want to suck. Cradle him in your arm, why don’t you, lovey, and give him your wee finger. See if that keeps him happy for a few more minutes.’

I stand and sway with my son in my arms, the very tip of my little finger in his mouth.

‘God, he’s got a strong suck,’ I observe, marvelling at quite how much suction he’s got going on and just how solid his gums feel. ‘Poor Darcy.’

‘That he does,’ she says fondly. ‘But Mum’s nipples will toughen up. They’re already getting there.’

They’re already chafed and a bit scabby, more like. Jesus fuck, men have it easy. This whole concept of Darce being responsible for all his meals right now is fucking terrifying. But Josie was right. Charlie does seem content to suck for now, and I remember she explained to us earlier how sucking has a dual function for babies. It’s how they feed, and it’s how they self-soothe. Charlie’s regulating himself now. If she hadn’t been here, I’d probably already have woken my wife up and subjected her to another feed.

Josie’s been here for all of six hours and I’d already give her a kidney if she wanted one.

As Charlie starts to grow more restless, she removes him from me and lays him on the elevated changing table, making efficient work of the swaddle and the bottom half of his onesie. ‘We’ll change him first,’ she says. ‘I don’t like laying babies down for a change right after their feed. It’s not good for their digestion. Always remember, gravity is your friend. Watch this.’

She holds up a small square of cut-up muslin, and I frown in confusion. Then she opens the nappy’s fasteners and, with lightning speed, lays the fabric over his tiny penis. Within seconds, it’s soaked through. My jaw drops in astonishment, and she winks at me.

‘Very important for baby boys. Their pee-pee will point straight up when you take the nappy off, so unless you want to get hit right in the eye, these squares are a godsend.’

I chuckle quietly. ‘I think you’re the godsend.’

Once Charlie’s been cleaned up and changed, we go through to the spare room where I wake my slumbering wife. I put an extra pillow behind her head so she’s semi-reclining, Josie hands the baby to her, and we all watch as Charlie, who’s making his best and sweetest rooting face, latches on. Josie looks proud, but that’s nothing to how I feel.

My wife is nothing short of incredible.

I settle on the bed next to Darcy and Josie takes a chair in the far corner of the dim room, lit only by the nightlight on the landing. We stay silent for the most part. Josie’s already explained the importance of keeping night feeds quiet and peaceful for the sake of both mother and baby. After about twenty minutes, she plucks Charlie off Darcy’s breast, gives him a quick and remarkably efficient burp, and helps Darcy arrange him on her other breast with a cushion propped under her arm for support.

‘Give them twenty minutes,’ she whispers to me, ‘then bring him through and I’ll show you how to burp him properly.’

She leaves us to it. I admire her emotional intelligence, something both the Charlton and French families commented on. She seems to know instinctively when to hover and when to give us space.

And so I sit here in the almost dark, as close to my wife as I can get without intruding, gazing transfixed at the wonderful sight of our tiny son suckling on her, of his head, so soft and so much tinier than her breast, of the workings of his jaw and cheeks and mouth against her skin. She lies back against her pillow, serene and still half-asleep, while I keep a useless, awe-filled vigil.

For so long, I thought wives and babies were inevitable, but I approached that kind of inevitability as one would the likelihood of rain on a bank holiday weekend—with stoic resignation. While I wouldn’t have resisted it, I wasn’t excited about it.

But this.

This.

Oh my God. This is heaven, right here on this earth, the very same heaven I’ve been told will never be my fate in the next life: Darcy’s contented breaths, and the sweet little sucks and gulps of our son, and the knowledge that, one floor below us, the man we both fell in love with has taken a few hours of refuge from worrying about us and caring for us and trying to anticipate every obscure need we might ever, ever have.

That people like my father truly believe that what Max and Darcy and I have here is godless and unnatural and sinful and deviant—it’s unthinkable. This love, this life, this family we’re building is the most beautiful, natural, right thing I could ever imagine, the bounties it’s bestowed upon us already so plentiful it’s intoxicating.

Some force out there has blessed us with such abundance, such happiness, and I will take that blessing as a sign that what we have is good and true and pure; I will double down and pledge every breath I have to these three people and however more may see fit to join us. I’ll cut out the sceptics and the naysayers and raise the drawbridges and camp out on this island with this family and never, ever, let anyone hurt them or disparage them or shame them.

I thought this week would be bittersweet. I thought Dad’s absence at the hospital when all the grandparents came to meet Charlie would be a void, a blemish on what should have been the perfect day.

It wasn’t. On the contrary, it felt right that the only people allowed into that fragile, hallowed inner sanctum should be those people who were wholeheartedly, stupendously delighted for us all. It wasn’t a day for censure; it was a day for giving thanks, for marvelling at how the simple joy ten tiny, perfect fingers and toes can bring a roomful of sophisticated adults to their knees.

My son and his siblings will know a very different type of family unit from the one within which Belle and I grew up. But some things will stay the same.

Darcy’s parents, who are over the moon at having a grandchild by blood, have expressed their interest in being known as Nana and Gramps.

And, if the way Mum and Charles were behaving when they thought no one was looking the other day is anything to go by, I suspect they may end up being Granny and Grandpa.

In fact, I’d put money on it.


26


GENETIC KARMA


ADAM

It looks as though a staggeringly incompetent decorator has been applying wallpaper paste to the usually immaculate marble of my kitchen island.

It’s not wallpaper paste, of course.

It’s porridge. Porridge with added cashew nut butter for slower energy release, obviously. When you have a diabetic wife, you obsess a little too much over that stuff.

And it’s not the handiwork of an incompetent decorator. More an obscenely naughty three-year-old girl.

I give her my most withering glare, and she, in turn, graces me with her best give a fuck look.

Hers is better.

Also, she has her mother’s eyes, which helps her cause every fucking time.

‘Grace Ellen Wright,’ I say sternly. ‘Look at the mess you made.’

‘Sorry, Daddy,’ her meek little voice says.

We both know I’m not in the least bit sorry, so don’t waste my goddamn time, those huge brown eyes say.

Dammit. I knew I should have paid more attention to that dangerously mutinous gene in my otherwise perfect wife before we procreated.

I narrow my eyes, assessing my options. If I don’t, she’ll have me checkmated before I know it.

‘Eat your porridge,’ I say. Lame, but it’s all I’ve got.

‘It’s yucky.’

‘No it’s not. It’s delicious.’ And you eat it every morning, so don’t fuck with me.

‘Need more honey.’

‘No you don’t. If you have too much honey now, you’ll get tired at nursery.’

Grace isn’t diabetic—thank God—but everyone knows a day at nursery is a marathon. Especially when it’s your first day. And it’s never too early to learn the basics of avoiding insulin resistance.

She stares at me for a beat, as if to say is that the best you’ve got? Interesting. Then she simply sets down her little plastic spoon, which is sticky with oats, and waits.

She’s got all the leverage, and I’ve only got one card: the fact that she’s fastened into her booster seat and can’t get down from the table unless I let her out.

Still, she waits.

We glare at each other.

‘More honey, please, Daddy,’ she says in her sweetest little voice.

I sigh and pick up the jar of honey. As I twirl the wooden dipper around, I give thanks to whoever is up there that Nat isn’t around to see this pathetic defeat. She’d never let me live it down.

We both watch as I drizzle a minimal amount of honey over the utter car crash that is her breakfast bowl. ‘You’d better eat the rest, or you’ll hurt Kamyl’s feelings,’ I tell her lamely.

She doesn’t grace that with a reply, instead taking the revolting wallpaper-paste spoon and skimming it over the top of the bowl, removing the layer of honey and almost nothing else with a dexterity that should be impressive before sucking it into her glorious little rosebud mouth.

I roll my eyes and pick up my espresso. ‘You’re a cheeky monkey, you know that?’

She really is. She’s inherited her mother’s delicate frame and heart-shaped face, a fact that thrills me. But she has my head of dark curls, and when they haven’t been tamed, she looks positively feral.

My wife has joked a couple of times that I’m a beast under layers of Italian tailoring. (I think she means it in a good way.) If that’s the case, our darling daughter is a primate disguised in an immaculate Little Wonders by Gossamer dress.

Nat brushed Grace’s curls neatly this morning and swept the baby hairs off her face with a clip featuring a tiny pale pink velvet bow. But her simian energy still runs strong as she beams at me. Her teeth are the tiniest white pearls, and they slay me.

Despite her resemblance to her beautiful mother, there’s something in the wide innocence of her smile that recalls Ellen. My baby sister would be a grown woman if she were alive today—she’s two years older than Nat, after all—but I choose to think that a tiny part of her spirit is alive in our feisty little daughter.

I have never, ever known love like it. That someone so tiny can come into my life and turn everything I know to be true upside down still staggers me. She locked down my heart from that first perfect purse of her tiny mouth as I held her, a featherlight pink bundle, in my arms.

And she gets better, and feistier, and more hilarious, every single day.

‘Cheeky monkey,’ she agrees gleefully.

‘That’s right. You are.’ I reach under her huge silicon bib, heavily streaked with porridge, to tickle her tummy. ‘The cheekiest of all the monkeys. And quite possibly the hungriest, if you don’t eat your brekkie.’

I surreptitiously check my watch. We need to get going in fifteen minutes if we’re to make it to her nursery on time. It’s a small, friendly one right by Holland Park and has its own forest school in the park itself.

Should be perfect for our resident baby monkey.

‘I’m full,’ Grace tells me with the magnanimous tone of someone who knows victory is in the bag.

I sigh and wonder for the millionth time why I insisted on doing the first nursery drop off by myself. Nat’s working like crazy on the launch of Gossamer House, a standalone villa we’ve bought in Chelsea to showcase the brand’s extensive clothing and lifestyle lines in an immersive manner.

At least I’ll have Nige with me for moral support.

‘Okay, darling,’ I say now. ‘Let’s get you cleaned up, yes?’ As I cast around the kitchen for a clean washcloth, I mentally assess the likelihood of my Loro Piana sweater escaping death by congealed porridge.

Approximately zero.
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NAT

I’m so tired. Like, crawl-back-into-my-mother’s-womb tired. Maybe I’ll do a session in the flotation tank when I get home. I need something that’ll wipe my brain clean. It’s no surprise that I’m exhausted, I suppose. The first trimester is always brutal. I’d forgotten how much of a toll those few months of growing a tiny human take on you.

Gossamer House is looking amazing. In homage to that first collection I launched with Wright’s backing, we’ve even had it dressed with the highest quality fake wisteria. The exterior is now festooned in purple gorgeousness. It’s all very Bridgerton.

The same theme carries through inside, because the master bedroom is fully decked out in the wisteria print we licensed to Osborne and Little. Five years later, it’s still one of their best-selling wallpapers.

My fatigue is physical as much as mental. It’s been a tonne of fun to spend a day out of the office, carting boxes around as our huge team decks the house out. I insisted on helping in the nursery, where our cherry blossom print adorns the walls, the crib bedding, and the tiny Little Wonders onesies hanging in the distressed white wardrobe.

For someone as visual as I am, being surrounded by the physical proof of our brand in all its forms is wonderfully reassuring. When I can see it, touch it, I can fully appreciate that we’ve done it.

I vindicated Adam’s faith in me. With the oxygen Wright gave Gossamer, our rise has been meteoric. And I may be shattered, but I know he kept the promise he made to me that first Christmas. I only get to do the really good stuff. The fun stuff. The creative stuff.

When I got pregnant with Grace, Adam and I hired a new CEO by mutual agreement, so that I could focus on my passion: my role as Creative Director. Michelle, our CEO, comes from Burberry. She’s firm and fabulous and I adore her. And with over a century of legacy to manage at her previous brand, she really gets what it means to build, to celebrate, our brand’s heritage, to solidify its DNA, to invest in what makes us us.

As Nige drives me back through the streets of London, I swipe through the photos Adam sent me earlier. Despite the craziness of today, I’ve looked at them a million times.

My two favourite people.

There’s a selfie from the back of the car and a few haphazard ones he took of Grace exploring her new nursery. She’ll only go for three hours, three days a week, but we both believe it’s a good way for her to socialise. In one photo, she’s stroking a sweet guinea pig and looking down at it in adoration.

But my favourite one is of Adam crouched down, balancing Grace on his thigh. He has both arms wrapped around her stomach, and they’re cheek to cheek. Just looking at them has my heart fit to bursting. I can’t wait to be at home with them. Who am I kidding? I don’t need a flotation tank. I just want to get in the hot tub with my people.

I text Adam.

10mins away. Family hot tub?




He replies straight away.

Grace is already in her swimming costume. She chose it from a shortlist of 5




I smile. The fashionista gene is strong with that one. She didn’t stand a chance with us two as parents (though I swear her father preens more than I do).

I forward the photo to the Bennett family WhatsApp chat.

Looks like the first day was a success.




Mum’s the first to reply.

So sweet!! Give her a huge kiss from Granny! xxxxx




Then Winky messages.

The curly gene is strong. Tell Adam I hope he’s been practicing his putting. I won’t let him embarrass me on Tuesday.




I giggle at that. Totum, Winky’s employer, is holding its annual charity golf day at Sunningdale next week. The founder, Aidan Duffy, asked Adam to be his golf partner for the day, but Adam opted to go with my brother instead.

I message back.

Think he’s been too busy doing Daddy Daycare to get any practice in. Sorry. xx




I managed three months off when I had Grace before weeping all over Adam and begging him to let me work, even remotely. He eventually relented, and I started to get stuck in.

But when work threatened to overwhelm me, he took a step back from Wright. He’s still the Chairman, but he’s no longer the CEO. Anton played quite a role in helping him find the right balance between prioritising family time and keeping his finger on the pulse.

It was a pretty emotional conversation between us, actually. My husband told me that he’d suffered enough loss and loneliness in his life. He wasn’t prepared to look up from his spreadsheets one day and realise he’d wasted years when he could have been spending time with our children.

Now he’s the primary caregiver for Grace. We have a nanny for the two days he’s in the office, and obviously we have a fleet of staff to cook for her and clean up after her, so it could be a lot more full-on. Still, that child runs circles around her poor father.

I know he wouldn’t have it any other way.

The man is a total softie.
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They’re in the pool when I emerge into the basement in my bikini.

‘Mummy!’ Grace shrieks. She whacks Adam on the side of the head with the huge foam noodle she’s brandishing and swims over to the side. Her swimming style is flailing and splashy but surprisingly effective.

‘How are my favourite people?’ I ask, stooping so I can pick her up. She’s wet and gorgeous. I blow a raspberry on her wet cheek and she giggles. ‘How was nursery? Did you have the best time?’

She lays a tiny hand on my shoulder and chatters away to me. Now that I’m here with them, all thoughts of peace and quiet fly out of the window. I just want my Grace and Adam fix. As Adam jumps out of the pool, I eye him up shamelessly.

Dark hair slicked back.

More dark hair forging a trail whose destination I’m very, very interested in.

Pale blue eyes shining with an intensity of love so great it makes my breath catch.

My husband is so fucking hot. He can knock me up any day of the week, I swear it. Damn these pregnancy hormones.

He puts his arm around us and places a palm on my stomach, right next to where Grace’s tiny foot is swinging. Inside, there’s a heartbeat so small even I can’t feel it yet. In the next month, our baby’s movements will be noticeable—to me, anyway—as that magical flippy-fish flutter I love so much.

‘How are you feeling?’ he murmurs as he dips his head to kiss me.

‘I’m fantastic,’ I tell him. ‘This nursery sounds amazing! I want to hear all about it.’

He takes Grace from me so I can step down into the sunken hot tub and sets her on the top step. She instantly shuffles over to where the button for the jets is. She’s wearing a strawberry print swimming costume from Gossamer’s Little Wonders line. It has layers of frills on the bum. She looks beyond adorable in it, her cheeks flushed pink from her exertions in the pool with her father.

‘Daddy! Get in!’ she shrieks, her tiny finger hovering over the button. We both laugh.

‘Yes, boss,’ Adam says, lowering himself in beside me. The water is warm and gorgeous. He stretches his arm along the edge and I slide over so he can tuck me against his body before kissing my hair.

We both take in the sight of our tiny daughter vibrating with excitement. Turning on the bubbles is always her job.

‘Ready,’ Adam says in a ridiculously deep, dramatic voice.

‘Steady. And…’

Grace bounces in place, her feet on the seat, before she presses down on the button. The jets activate with their promising rumble, and she squeals in delight.

‘Bubbles!’ she cries.
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MORNING GLORY


AIDA

I’m no stranger to the red BBC Breakfast couch. I’ve had several invitations to sit here over the years, mainly in the form of an expert on US and British elections. The hosts even had me on here when Searching for Paradise went live.

But today’s appearance is a new take, and I’m pretty excited about how it will go down.

Maddy’s mom, Verity, was offered and accepted a regular Friday morning fixture on BBC Breakfast about six months ago, after her third book came out and her YouTube channel hit crazy numbers of viewers. Her core demographic of middle-aged British women was deemed the perfect fit for the breakfast show’s audience, her signature effusive style touted as a way to shake up the red couch, or sofa, as the BBC calls it.

She’s definitely spiced Friday mornings up over here with her almost childlike enthusiasm and refreshing lack of fucks given. She’s had a lot of viewers clutching their pearls, that’s for sure, but she’s also given many, many more food for thought as they sip their morning coffee and take in her strongly worded, plainly delivered, views on women’s changing needs—and rights—as they age.

I’m not a breakfast television viewer, but I take enormous pleasure in watching her reels on Instagram and catching up with highlights from her weekly slot, mainly because they involve her consistently terrorising her totally spineless and bland-as-fuck co-presenter, Tom Daniels, one of the regular anchors on the show. I guess the powers that be at the Beeb intend for Tom to keep Verity in check. They may not have done it on purpose, but watching a cringing, mortified Tom flail under Verity’s gleeful spiels and her shameless questions to their guests is unintentional TV gold.

Today, I’m here to ensure that TV gold endures.

Verity has invited me on to discuss women’s wellbeing as I prepare to celebrate my fiftieth birthday next week. I’ve been briefed to expect questions on managing everything from my career, energy levels, sex drive and hormonal wellbeing.

Tom Daniels is going to be squirming so hard on that couch I almost feel sorry for him.

Now I sit right on it, my back straight and legs crossed, as we prepare for our segment to kick off after the transition back from regional news. I’m feeling good. My husband felt the need to fuck me pretty damn hard this morning, to—in his words—remind you to own that fucking show and remind everyone how damn hot women can be at fifty.

It worked.

I’m in a simple black Prada shift dress that works well against the tomato-red couch, with my favourite matching Chanel cuffs on my wrists. My lips are red. My hair is immaculate. And my legs are tan and bare except for some light-reflecting leg makeup, a fact I’m sure will have a lot of viewers calling in to complain about. God forbid an almost-fifty-year-old-woman should bare her legs on national television. The indecency!

Verity and I grin conspiratorially at each other as Tom pats his hair. He’s a few years younger than me, but I can see the heavy contouring the makeup department has applied to strengthen his somewhat weak jawline.

Verity looks fantastic, as usual. She always presents this segment in athleisure wear as a signal of its wellness focus. Her makeup is glowy and her auburn hair bouncy. She’s an excellent advertisement for the lifestyle she espouses. Maddy hooked me up with her a couple years ago when I was feeling totally wiped, and we’ve been buddies ever since.

They count us down, and Verity and Tom turn to Camera Three.

‘Welcome to your weekly Vitality with Verity slot with Verity Weir-Chamberlain and Tom Daniels,’ she says with a wide smile at the camera.

Tom takes over with what a bunch of us at the Beeb call his housewife smile, looking intently into the camera as he lowers his voice to a practiced level of velvet. ‘Our special guest this Friday needs no introduction. Aida Russell is a veteran award-winning broadcast journalist for the BBC. She has spent the past three decades bringing us incisive political coverage. She’s best known for her hard-hitting interview style and⁠—’

‘For famously marrying an enlightened younger man with abs you could bounce a pound coin off,’ Verity cuts in. I can’t help it. I laugh out loud. Cal will fucking love that.

Tom gives her a disapproving look and clears his throat pointedly.

Verity smirks before continuing. ‘As Aida prepares to celebrate her fiftieth birthday next week, we’ll be chatting with her about everything it takes not only to survive at this age but to thrive.’

‘Let’s start with the question we ask all our guests,’ Tom cuts in. ‘Aida, what do you eat for breakfast?’

I smile sweetly at him. My husband’s huge dick—this morning, anyway. ‘Politicians, mainly.’

Verity guffaws. Tom smiles politely. ‘No, but really.’

I sigh. Geez, he’s hard work. I explain, as briefly as I can, how I try to hold off on breakfast during the oestrogen-dominant first half of my cycle but make sure I incorporate eggs and pulses during the second half. ‘That gets harder to manage as perimenopause evolves and my cycle gets less regular,’ I add, partly because it’s an important point—I don’t want any women shaming themselves over any perceived shoulds—but mainly to make Tom squirm.

Sure enough, he shifts on his seat. ‘Excellent, excellent,’ he croons, adjusting his hair.

‘I’m glad you mentioned perimenopause,’ Verity says. ‘We may as well jump right into it. It can be a bloody nightmare for a lot of women. Can I ask how you’ve found it?’

‘Of course.’ I’ve thought a lot about what I want to say here, because this is a huge platform for a fundamental message. ‘I personally found it horrific, especially the early part, oddly. I think that was because I didn’t actually know what was happening to me. I wasn’t armed, so I couldn’t advocate for myself, and I didn’t understand the causes of my symptoms. I honestly thought I was losing my mind. Once I got help, I was able to build a toolbox of treatments and coping mechanisms.’

I uncross and recross my legs. ‘I haven’t said this publicly before, but the real reason I came off of live news for a couple years was because the brain fog had gotten so bad that I would get awful anxiety whenever I went on air. I’d be interviewing someone and I’d forget the next question I had lined up by the time they’d finished their answer. It was terrifying.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Verity says. ‘That must have been horrific. Do you think you’ve got a handle on it now?’

‘Yeah,’ I nod slowly. ‘My HRT has helped a lot, as has improving my diet—it’s a lot more anti-inflammatory these days. My husband is super interested in nutrition, and he’s an awesome cook, so I’ve gotten healthier, too. I just figure at my age that I need to eliminate all the headwinds I can, you know? I can’t weigh myself down any more than these hormonal changes are already doing.’

‘I’m so glad you’ve found help,’ Verity says, ‘and I know many women listening will be grateful for your frankness, especially because, come on. To the majority of us, you’re an over-achieving, impossibly glamorous figure. It can help people to know that the great Aida Russell struggles, too.’

‘I can assure you, I absolutely do. Honestly, the entire ageing process feels like a constant game of Whack-a-Mole to me. It’s exhausting.’

‘Do you give yourself grace?’ Verity asks, cocking her head to one side as she surveys me thoughtfully. ‘Because I always say that’s such an important part of the puzzle. I feel like we should pat ourselves on the back as often for walking away from things as we do for getting things done.’

‘I love that,’ I tell her with a smile. ‘It’s so, so true. I’m a good girl, an overachiever, like you say. I have always validated myself based off of my achievements, and I can be super hard on myself, too.

‘One of the absolute hardest things I’ve had to learn to manage is the constant conflict between wanting to do all the things and my body just not being able to handle that. It’s almost like a kind of grief, in a way.’

‘Can you expand on that?’ Tom asks, stroking his chin. ‘How do you think you got a handle on it?’

‘Sure. So, for people like me it can feel more stressful not doing than doing, and it’s really hard to keep boundaries up. I listen to my brain, not my body, and my brain has historically always wanted more. I remember my hormone doctor warned me that if I felt better on the HRT, that wasn’t a sign that I should double my workload until I felt awful again.

‘So there was this constant sense of frustration. I was being told in my late forties to slow down and become more mindful and listen to my body and all that crap. And honestly? It pissed me off.’ I’m vaguely aware of Tom shifting uncomfortably at my low-key swearing, while Verity looks rapt.

‘I interviewed Joe Biden a couple years ago and it really struck me. No one tells all these older male leaders to slow down. Why should I? Why should I have to say goodbye to all the ambition that I think makes me me, just because my body has gotten some ancient memo that I’m nearing the end of my fertility and therefore totally useless?’

‘Oh my God, yes,’ Verity murmurs. ‘Go on, please.’

‘So I had a lot of internal struggle. But then I met an amazing doctor—she’s very holistic—and she helped me recalibrate. This isn’t a slowing down, per se—it’s a period of healing. I’ve been investing in my body so I can come back stronger.

‘But the real breakthrough has been mental. My doctor helped me figure out that all of that panic around feeling I have to achieve is a dysregulated form of me rather than the real me. I’ve been working a lot on staying regulated so I can approach my goals and ambitions from a place of excitement and motivation, rather than being in my sympathetic nervous system and feeling panicked all the time. Because that voice in my head of I Must I Must I Must was exhausting, and it was making me ill. Now I try to stay in a place of I Can instead.’

‘God, I love that,’ Verity breathes. ‘Let’s talk about some of your tools, then.’

This brings us—her and me—into an effusive discussion about the power of somatic-focused exercise instead of adrenaline-heavy cardio and of other somatic tools. When Tom, who’s looking twitchier by the second, can stand it no more, he switches the subject.

‘If I may,’ he interjects smoothly, ‘Let’s talk about the incredible success you’ve had in your career. Searching for Paradise received great critical acclaim and even won a BAFTA. What other projects do you have up your sleeve as you approach your half century?’

I smile to myself. His question is way off topic for this slot, but not to worry. Verity and I will bring it right back on topic.

‘Well, Tom,’ I say, ‘the BAFTA was a huge honour. I was thrilled. A lot of critics were very complimentary, and a lot of them were way too focused on whether a woman over forty-five could and should still enjoy sex. Opening up that dialogue in such a public way was extremely important to me, because the answer is most definitely yes.’

‘Yes!’ Verity says with an effusive hand clap before Tom can craft a response. ‘Let’s talk about middle-aged women enjoying sex. Before we get into it, I wanted to remind our viewers about the affect our changing hormonal profile can have on our sex organs. Now, I’m not a doctor and this is not medical advice,’ she adds hurriedly as Tom frowns at her. ‘But remember Dr Jane, who we had on the show a few weeks ago? She talked to us about vaginal atrophy and the host of medical issues that hormonal imbalances can have, from pain during sex to full-on incontinence.

‘I swear to God, menopause is the one thing that makes me doubt Mother Nature is a she. Aida, are you seeking hormonal help down there?’

I grin broadly. I’m enjoying Tom’s look of horror at the V-word so much. ‘Sure, let’s talk about preventing our lady parts from shrivelling up and dying,’ I say cheerily. ‘When my HRT doctor first suggested that vaginal oestrogen could help with a lot of my symptoms, I was curious. Vaginal atrophy sounded nasty, and honestly, there’s a lot I would do to make sure that never happens. But when she mentioned that my clit could also atrophy but that topical hormones could help? I was like, gimme.’

Verity laughs loudly. Tom blinks rapidly at my audacity.

Or maybe, despite the wedding band on his left hand, he’s just not familiar with the word clit.

It’s hard to tell.

‘Amen!’ Verity practically shouts it. ‘Okay, so it sounds like you’re doing everything right. You’re looking after your body. Your soul. Your vagina. Your clit. You’ve bagged a husband so hot he could reignite the libido of an entire nation—as indeed he has, judging from the comments he gets on Instagram.’

I laugh again. Fuck, Cal’s going to be even more impossible than usual after this.

‘It’s been almost four years since Searching for Paradise came out,’ she continues. ‘So, for the love of God, Aida, tell every woman listening what she wants to hear—that you’re an almost-fifty-year-old woman having the best sex of her life. No offence to Lord Russell,’ she adds with a wink.

I clap a hand over my mouth, because she is fucking hysterical. When I remove it, I can’t imagine anyone watching will be in any doubt as to how amused I am. I lick my lips before answering.

‘Without wanting to cast a slur on a member of our esteemed peerage, I will say this: fifty absolutely is not a full stop for our sex lives—it’s more of a multiple… exclamation point.’

I catch Tom’s eye as he nearly drops his cue cards. ‘And I believe Tom might need a moment to recover during the weather report.’
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STEPMOTHERS WITH BENEFITS


GEN

It’s not every day your stepdaughters invite you to the Dover Street Arts Club for lunch. It was Annabel, the more dominant twin, who texted me last week.

Hey




Gen




Wanna go for lunch?




With both of us




We need your help w something




Don’t stress we’re fine




But don’t tell Dad!!!




The last message was a giant red flag for me, so much so that my initial reaction was to indeed “tell Dad”. But they’re coming to me for a reason, and if they’re in trouble or have need of my help, I’d rather they asked one of the adults in their lives than none of them.

So I suppose, for now, that adult is me.

The twins are both in their final year at London universities and living it up in my old flat in South Kensington. Anton bought it off me as a pied à terre for the kids. It’s approximately three hundred times more luxurious than regular student accommodation, but the upside is that they’re close to us and living in a decent part of town. While Annabel’s studying Business at the London School of Economics, Amie’s doing a Fashion and Marketing degree at Central St Martin’s.

Far more heads turn when they walk in than I’m comfortable with, given most of our fellow diners are businessmen twice their age. The girls are astonishingly—and, if you’re their father, terrifyingly—stunning. It’s still hard for me to tell them apart unless they’re making a conscious effort to differentiate their appearances.

That is not the case today. They’re both wearing exactly the same thing—cream ribbed sweater dresses that skim their enviable figures. Their dark hair is straight and glossy, their makeup sleek and minimalist in that certain way that tells me it took hours to apply. They look like supermodels, and I’m sure every man in here is appreciating this double threat that’s just livened up his lunch.

After we’ve chosen carefully from the menu—they’re both Coeliac, like their mother—we catch up. Anton and I haven’t seen them since they came for Sunday brunch around a month ago. I will never regret not having children—I never saw myself with a baby—but I find I enjoy the relationship I have with my step-children.

For one, there are no bottoms to wipe. They can all look after themselves perfectly well. Second, I’m not a central parent figure in their lives, more of a bonus adult, so we can enjoy each other’s company on our own merits. I don’t see a huge amount of Felix or Scarlett, who both live in New York, but I enjoy spending time with the Terrible Twins when the occasion presents itself.

This, however, is a first.

I’ve noticed a few fleeting glances between them as we’ve chatted. They’re doing that twin thing of silent communication. It’s amusing, but I have to say my interest is piqued. Also, I know they have lectures to get back to after lunch.

‘I was intrigued by your texts,’ I tell Annabel. ‘What is it you girls need my help with?’

Another conspiratorial glance. Amie looks quickly down at her plate.

‘We have a favour to ask you,’ Annabel says.

‘Annabel has a favour to ask you,’ Amie clarifies.

‘I have a favour to ask you on both our behalves,’ Annabel insists.

I sigh and put down my salad fork, picking up my champagne flute. ‘Out with it.’

‘We want you to give us membership to Alchemy,’ Annabel says.

I almost spit out my champagne. ‘Hard pass,’ I splutter.

Amie gives Annabel an I told you so look.

‘Why, exactly?’ Annabel wants to know.

I am totally on the back foot here. ‘Well, for one thing… your father would have a heart attack. Literally. There’s no way he’d allow it.’

‘Funny,’ Annabel muses. ‘I had no idea he was the boss of you. You always struck me as very independent—we admire your feistiness, don’t we, Amie? And we’re twenty-one, so it’s precisely none of his business.’

‘He’s not the boss of me, and you know it,’ I say, flustered. ‘This isn’t about who’s the boss, it’s about my respecting his wishes. It would kill your father if you joined Alchemy.’

‘I don’t see why. We’re having sex anyway, so it may as well be in a safe and consensual environment.’ I’m pretty sure she’s taken that last part verbatim from Alchemy’s website. ‘And you’re supposed to be flying the flag for female sexual freedom.’ She leans forward. ‘Did you know Amie has only had sex with two people and both of them were crap? Isn’t that exactly the kind of issue you’re supposed to help solve?’

Poor Amie looks like she’s dying a thousand deaths over Annabel’s indiscretions. I press my lips together in an expression of sympathy before turning my attention back to Annabel.

‘First of all, I’d like you to respect your sister more, please. You may think you’re doing her a favour, but she doesn’t need you as a mouthpiece. She can speak for herself, can’t you, Amie?’ She nods, looking grateful. ‘This is a very serious topic we’re discussing. You should not be putting words in your sister’s mouth. Understood?’

‘Yeah,’ she says, marginally chastened.

‘Excellent.’ I give a little nod and pull myself mentally together. I’ve won a tiny point, but I’m way out of my depth here. I can’t help but feel I’m encroaching on Anton and Marie-Claire’s turf over their daughters’ sexual education while being uncomfortably aware that absolutely everything Annabel has said is right.

‘Okay, let’s address the issue at hand. While Amie’s sexual experiences are not up for discussion unless she wants to share them herself, I do agree with what you’ve said.’ I smile at her. ‘You’re a good negotiator—so like your father. And you’re right.’ I clear my throat. ‘I feel very strongly about investing in female sexuality, and I know, of course, that you’re both adults.

‘Alchemy’s a place where people can absolutely go to have fun in a safe place. Of course it is. But that’s not to say it’s tame. Every member will be on their own journey, but it’s full on.’ I’m very much in stepmother mode right now rather than fierce advocate of women’s sexual freedom, which is why I say what I say next.

‘Have you any idea how many men in this room have looked at you two like you’re pieces of meat since you walked in?’

Amie’s eyes widen. Annabel chews the inside of her lip. ‘Gross. They’re all old.’

‘They’re not that old—thirties to fifties, I’d say. But a thirty-something finance guy is our typical avatar. It’s basically the same demographic. Now, imagine you’re in a club full of these guys, and you’re half naked, or more, and they’re coming onto you, or you’re watching them have sex with other people, multiple people, a lot of the time. How would you feel?’

I’m being deliberately provocative, of course, and I feel bad about it. It’s astonishing that Amie and Annabel are only a year or so younger than Belle and Maddy must have been when they discovered the delights of Alchemy.

The girls have met them in passing during our wedding festivities and our fortieth bash, but they don’t know them well. I make a mental note never to let Annabel talk to Maddy about Alchemy. Those two are far too similar. Although, arranging for Amie to have a quiet word with Belle may not be a bad call.

‘Completely violated,’ Amie says with a shudder. Annabel’s giving the room a further visual survey, lips pursed thoughtfully.

‘I dunno. Thirties, I can do. The last guy I fucked was⁠—’

I hold up my hand. ‘Thank you, I have no wish to know.’

Dear Lord above, give me strength. How did I ever allow my fuckboy mate Rafe to get his claws into poor little Belle when she was only twenty-two? I was dubious then, but it seems horrifying now, even if I stand by everything the Unfurl programme did and does stand for.

That said, if I remove my stepmother hat for a moment, I can appreciate that these two beautiful young women are fully grown, in the early years of what will hopefully be a long sexual prime, and deserving that I take them seriously and don’t patronise or gaslight them.

Obviously, where their father is concerned, it would be better if they never had sex at all.

Obviously, that ship has sailed.

And obviously, I can’t resist trying to prevent them from falling into the hole I found myself in before we founded Alchemy, which was years and years of ungratifying sex.

I don’t really want the girls to have sex, but I also don’t want them having bad sex, and I certainly don’t want them having dangerous or traumatic or non-consensual or intimidating sex, or even sex that leaves an ick. And I can’t deny that they’ve come to the right adult in their lives for help on all those fronts.

Bugger bugger bugger.

‘Tell us about the club,’ Annabel pleads. This kid is like a rubber duck. You really can’t keep her down. It’s the kind of borderline obnoxious resilience that will probably stand her very well in life. ‘We don’t know anything about it, and the website is fucking useless. No offence.’

I swallow a smile. She’s really something. I look at Amie. ‘Are you comfortable if I give you some broad brushstrokes?’

She nods politely. ‘Sure.’

‘Well, Alchemy’s supposed to represent various things. Convenience, discretion and room for exploration, mainly. To put it bluntly, the people who sign up are wealthy, time poor, and wanting to experiment.’

Annabel wiggles her eyebrows and shoots Amie a gleeful smile.

It is not returned.

This may be my professional milieu, but I’m feeling pretty damn uncomfortable speaking about this stuff to the twins. Not only have Anton and I always been open with his children about my profession, but we’ve celebrated it. I’m proud of being a businesswoman, and I’m proud of being someone on a journey to positively change sexual experiences, especially for women.

Even so, we’ve always talked in generalisations. Getting down and dirty about the kind of shit that happens at Alchemy every day of the week feels oddly confronting. I’m less worried that they’ll judge me than that I’ll freak them out, or they’ll see me in a new light—even Annabel. My instinct is that under all that bravado, her eyes may be bigger than her belly, sexually speaking, and I am absolutely going to kick the tyres on that front before I even consider an Alchemy membership for them.

‘A lot of the members use us for sex on tap,’ I continue. ‘Imagine you’re working long hours and you want to scratch an itch but you don’t want all the bullshit that comes with the dating game. It’s not a new concept, obviously, but Alchemy goes way, way further than the likes of Tinder to accommodate no-strings-attached sex as safely and enjoyably—and, I’d add, with as much atmosphere and fun factor—as possible.’

Amie’s sitting ramrod straight, taking my words in. Annabel rolls her hand in a hurry it along gesture.

‘You’re talking without saying anything,’ she complains. ‘People go there to fuck. We get it. What’s so special about it, though? Pretend we’re clients you want to land. Give us the elevator pitch.’

Now I do laugh at her vile sense of entitlement. ‘You really are a horrible little snot-rag, aren’t you?’

‘Absolutely,’ they both agree cheerfully in unison.

I roll my eyes. ‘Fine.’

Here goes. I’ll give them the real Gen, not the politely bland, boundaried stepmother version. I put my elbows on the table and lean forward. ‘You want the unvarnished truth? Fine. They come for a lot of things, but mainly the calibre of the clientele and the quality of the fucking.

‘The members of Alchemy are the kind of people everyone else wants to date, or fuck, or at the very least, have access to. That’s the crux of it. Our patrons get them on tap, in an environment that’s discreet and luxurious and in the knowledge that everyone is thoroughly checked out and health-screened and NDA’d up to the hilt before they even step foot in the place.

‘And then you’ve got the add-ons. The toys. The equipment. The entertainment. And our hosts, who are there to ensure our members have a really great time.’

Annabel’s eyes widen gleefully. ‘Wait—you have escorts working for you?’

‘We have salaried members of staff,’ I correct her, ‘who are paid to serve drinks and hang out and have fun. It’s up to them how far they take things.’ Or if our members want to show their appreciation privately with a hefty tip.

‘Well, that’s perfect.’ She throws her hands in the air. ‘You can just tell Dad we’ve asked for jobs as hosts, and then once you’ve peeled him off the ceiling, you can just downgrade it to regular old members and he won’t bat an eyelash.’

I shake my head at her. ‘You really should be in business school.’

She grins.

Amie leans forward, and the question out of her mouth surprises me. ‘What kind of checks do you do on them? Like, psych screens? What if someone seems cool on all your metrics but once they get you in a room they’re a total psycho?’

‘Someone seems very invested,’ Annabel muses, tossing her long dark hair over one shoulder. I give her my best stern schoolmarm look.

‘I just think it’s an interesting issue,’ Amie says, nonplussed. She too tosses her hair, and I wonder if she has any idea she’s mirroring her twin. She does it a lot. ‘Like, you say your typical client is in finance. It doesn’t take a genius to work out there are a lot of total sociopaths and narcissists in the City. So what if some guy is suave and charming and checks out perfectly, but then they get some woman in a room and they show their really nasty side?’

She sits back in her seat and picks up her sparkling water. No alcohol for Amie with an afternoon of lectures ahead. Annabel, who, is on vodka tonic, gapes at her.

‘Jesus! Yeah, what happens then?’

‘Obviously, there’s always a risk,’ I tell Amie. I don’t tell her that her words remind me of when I interviewed her father, for some reason, though it was kind of the other way around with him. I thought he was dodgy as fuck from the moment I saw him.

I wouldn’t say I was wrong on that front, per se, but the Big Bad Wolff definitely won me over. I keep my smile to myself as I continue. ‘There are people who are really fucked up and they do a really good job of hiding it until they’ve chopped up your body and chucked it in the river. Right? But we get referrals wherever possible. We get references where possible, too. We check out people’s social media, we run background checks, as I said, and we interview everyone, too, as much to get a read on them as to gauge their sexual preferences.

‘And I’ll still stake my entire reputation on it being safer to hook up with a stranger at Alchemy than on an app or in a bar. Hands down. We have a two drink maximum to make sure there’s no drunken fraternising, which removes a lot of risk. And besides, people tend to behave when they know there’s a zero tolerance policy. One accusation and they’re out on their ear.

‘So yeah, you might get someone who signs up so they can commit a sex crime one single time, but that’s a lot of effort when they could do the same far more easily somewhere else. People love the club. They value it, and they know that the privilege of being a member comes with extremely weighty expectations.’ I sit back and thank our server as he lays a platter of dover sole in front of me.

‘All I heard,’ Annabel remarks airily, picking up her fork, ‘is that Alchemy is basically the safest place to have sex in the whole of London. So why the fuck Dad would let us loose on the streets of Soho and not let us sign up for a very well-run sex club is entirely beyond me.’
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ANTON’S WORST NIGHTMARE


ANTON

‘Isaw the twins today,’ my wife says as I kiss her bare shoulder. I’ve come home from a dinner to find her in our ensuite bathroom, removing her makeup. Her hair is pulled back in a clip, and I am very interested in what appears to be a new ivory satin nightgown with strategically placed lace.

‘Did you?’ I stand behind her, toying with the tiny satin strap as I kiss my way along her shoulder to her neck. ‘How come?’

She’s so beautiful. Coming home to her, even after all these years, is something else. The whole way home, I was tapping my foot in the back of the car as we edged forward in London traffic. Yeah, I have plans for her tonight. Plenty of plans. But that’s not the reason I was desperate to get home.

Things are better where she is.

Peace is where she is.

It’s as simple and as profound as that.

I slide an arm around her waist, feeling the softness of her stomach through the sensuous silk of the nightgown.

‘They invited me to lunch at the Arts Club. Can you believe it?’

I laugh. ‘No. They presumably made you pay?’

‘Obviously.’

I shake my head against Gen’s neck. Stingy little brats. The student allowance I give them is probably better than the average graduate’s starting salary at any investment bank in London, and here they are, scrounging free lunches off their stepmother.

‘Amie did offer,’ she clarifies. ‘Annabel shut her down, and obviously I would never let them pay.’

‘I assume they wanted something? No offence.’

‘None taken.’

I raise my face so I can smile at her in the mirror. She busies herself with squeezing droplets of some serum onto her palm.

‘Darling?’

‘Mmm-hmm?’

‘Out with it. What did they want?’

‘You’re not going to like it,’ she says, rubbing her palms briskly together before smearing her skincare over her face. It smells heavenly.

‘Shoot.’

‘Fine, but please try not to overreact, okay? I’d rather not burst an eardrum.’ She takes a deep breath and looks my reflection straight in the eye. ‘They wanted me to give them Alchemy membership.’

What the actual fuck? I pull my hand away from Gen and turn, pacing around the bathroom. The mere concept of my little girls and Alchemy in the same sentence makes me want to heave. ‘Are you fucking insane?’ I bellow.

She turns and crosses her arms, glaring at me. ‘We are not having this conversation like this. Don’t shoot the messenger. We either discuss it calmly, like adults, or not at all.’

I take a deep breath, flaring my nostrils. ‘I assume you told them over my dead body?’

‘Something like that. I told them it was an outright no. But I also promised them I’d speak to you about it. They were very articulate and they asked very smart questions. I swear Annabel should be a corporate shark.’

‘Tell me about it. But the answer is still no.’

She inclines her head in acknowledgement before turning back to face the mirror. ‘I get that. One hundred percent. But maybe it’s something you and I should talk about.’

‘They’re kids.’

‘They’re twenty-one, Anton. They’re five years over the age of consent, so if you don’t think they’re sexually active then you’re smoking something. You’ve met their boyfriends in the past, for Christ’s sake. Did you think they were hanging around and crocheting with these boys?’

I hate that she’s right. And, by my calculations, they’d technically be eligible for Alchemy membership. The club has no interest in sixteen year-olds who may technically be legal in this country but who still have far too much maturing to do.

The minimum age policy is there for good reason, and I abhor that my girls are now old enough to even consider it.

‘I don’t want to think about it,’ I say, shaking my head as if to clear this plethora of nauseating images from my brain.

‘I’m sure you don’t, but I assume there are lots of things parents don’t want to think about, and that doesn’t mean you can just bury your head in the sand and pretend you don’t have to deal with them or safeguard against them.’

I lean back against the edge of the vanity and stretch my legs out as I watch my wife complete her toilette. ‘Believe me, a lot of those problems can be easily rectified if I buy them an island. Women-only. They can complete their degrees remotely.’

She gives me a smile that’s equal parts pitying and derisive. ‘I’m pretty sure Annabel would develop a taste for women, in that case.’

‘Fine by me.’

‘Honey. They’re impressive and thoughtful young women who will have a sex life, whether we like it or not, and we should be thankful that they’re asking the right questions and looking into options that are safer and more palatable than getting hammered and swiping right. Amie even asked a very pertinent question about whether the vetting process includes psych evaluations.’

‘I’d never have got in if it did,’ I mutter, and her lips quirk.

‘I thought precisely that and resisted the urge to share that information with your daughters.’

‘Ugh. Amie asked that? I know there’s no hope for Annabel, but I was hoping Amie would end up becoming a nun or marrying some nice dweeb who couldn’t get it up and having a loving but sexless marriage.’

My wife’s jaw drops. ‘Anton! You can’t possibly wish that for your daughter!’

I shrug, and she presses on.

‘You, more than anyone, know how important a great sex life is. It’s really important that they set themselves up for that on their terms.’

I blow out a breath and pinch the bridge of my nose. ‘I’m entitled to find your arguments intellectually flawless and still want to dig my heels in,’ I say grumpily.

‘Yes, you are,’ she says, her tone placatory. She twists the lid off her moisturiser and dabs some onto her fingertip. I watch as she dots it around her face and begins to rub it in.

‘What’s the bottom line?’ she asks finally.

‘The bottom line is that there’s a world of difference between accepting that my daughters are sexually active and green-lighting something as overt, and kinky, and… fucking… debauched as a fucking sex club.’

‘You’re right, of course. I did try to scare them off—I told them to imagine every guy at the Arts Club naked and hitting on them—but Annabel was like a dog with a bone.’

I groan. ‘Please don’t use any word remotely relating to boner in the same sentence as Annabel’s name during this conversation.’

She purses her lips. ‘You’re being ridiculous.’

‘The problem with Annabel,’ I muse aloud, ‘is that she always has to think everything is her idea. Won’t have anyone else telling her no.’

‘Good gracious. I wonder where she got that gene from.’

I ignore her jibe. There are no genetic mysteries where Annabel is concerned, loath as I am to admit it. She’s also very like my eldest, Felix, and I’m uncomfortably aware as I continue this conversation of quite how flippant and unruffled I was when we fast-tracked Felix’s membership to Alchemy New York a few years ago.

‘So how do we put her off?’ I ask. ‘I know! We close the club to members one night and hire a couple of hundred of the most physically repellent actors we can find. She’ll come running straight home.’

‘Or just arrange to be there the same night,’ my wife says gleefully, cold, callous woman that she is. ‘If she spots one glimpse of her ancient father in a sex club she’ll run for the hills.’

I shudder. ‘Jesus Christ. Just thinking about it gives me the heebie-jeebies.’

Gen laughs. ‘Do you know what she suggested? That I tell you they both requested jobs as hosts, and then throw in that they’ll just take a plain old membership. She figured you’d be so relieved you’d roll over.’

‘How the fuck I’m supposed to get to sixty without a heart attack, I don’t know.’ That fucking girl will be the death of me.

Gen comes to stand in front of me, sliding her hands around my neck. She’s fragrant and glowing and gorgeous. ‘Poor baby.’

‘Why this can’t just be a hard no I’m not sure,’ I tell her. ‘We don’t owe them an explanation. It’s off limits and that’s that. They’re so bloody entitled.’

‘That’s not fair. You’ve done a great job with them. They’re wonderful girls. And of course, a hard and final no is an option.’ She takes a breath, like she’s steeling to deliver a lesson. ‘I have a very different perspective from you. I was horrified too, but I can also appreciate that a place like Alchemy, with all the success we’ve had refining the format and the measures we’ve put in place, might just be the best of a bad lot in terms of channels through which your girls can explore what they need to explore in a way that’s safe and, hopefully, very life affirming.’

The really awful thing, the worst thing about this entire conversation, is that the non-lizard part of my brain knows my wife is right. This is her turf. This is the hill she’d die on. I’m so proud of everything she and the guys have built, and I’d stand by it every fucking day, and I’m a loathsome hypocrite if I don’t allow my youngest daughters the same opportunities I allowed Felix without a second thought.

‘Permission to kit the entire fucking place out with our own security guards?’ I ask, sagging against her and gently removing her hair clip so her beautiful pale hair falls over my face, obliterating the world and its headaches.

She laughs and wraps her arms around me. ‘Maybe one or two. Now come to bed.’
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FRENCH BY NAME, FRENCH BY NATURE


MADDY

Thirty feels better than I thought.

But why wouldn’t it?

The air under this canopy of pine trees is cool enough to be considered balmy, and its faint breeze carries the scent of fertile undergrowth. Even in summer, this area of the Côte d’Azur is pretty verdant. Shouts of effort and triumph carry over from the tennis court, where Stella is hopefully thrashing Zach. And, best of all, the warm and slightly sticky skin of our youngest, three-year-old Nicky, is pressed up tight against mine in this hammock.

We both woke from our naps a few minutes ago, but he seems as content as I am to lie here and just be. It’s hot beyond these trees, and my interest in thrashing anything out on the tennis court is literally zero. I’d rather lie here, entangled with my little man, our heads close enough that I can inhale the glorious scent of sunshine off his hair and his skin for as long as he lets me.

He’s usually the active one. His elder brother, Jonny, is a dreamer and already more interested in books aged five than any child of mine should ever be. Thank God he got some of his father’s genes. He and Nance are probably off reading with Ruth right at this moment, in fact.

Nicky, on the other hand, is rarely seen without an implement for hitting balls. Since he was old enough to walk, he’s trailed cricket bats and hockey sticks and tennis racquets behind him. They’re practically an extension of his little body at this point. This kid is in such a hurry to grow up and do everything his brother and sisters can do, especially the sporty Stel, who he hero-worships.

He and his daddy totally knackered each other out in the pool this afternoon, between volleyball and Marco Polo. When Nicky crashes, he crashes hard. He’s either on or off. No in between. He falls asleep in the weirdest positions—he often looks like he’s mid-stride in his bed when we go up to check on him.

I’m amazed Zach’s still standing. Surely, he too will need a nap before dinner.

‘Swim, Mummy?’ Nicky asks sleepily, and I laugh to myself at this kid’s Duracell bunny powers as I brush his dark hair away from his forehead and give him a kiss. His hair is so soft, but it’s slightly grimy from all the sun cream. There are white streaks of zinc on his forehead.

I love him so much I can barely breathe.

‘How about a night-time swim?’ I murmur against his skin. ‘When the lights are on in the pool?’

He fist-bumps the air with one tiny arm. ‘Yeah. I splash Stel on the floatie.’

I laugh and pull him closer. ‘Of course you will. That’s what little brothers are for.’

My phone pings, and I feel around for it next to me. I unearth it under my thigh and squint at it.

‘Who is it?’ Nicky demands.

‘It’s Caro,’ I tell him. I open the WhatsApp. It’s a thank you message from Stel and Nance’s grandmother, Caroline.

Claire’s mother.

I’ve been bombarding her and Peter with photos from this thirtieth-birthday trip. The girls, who look more like Claire every year, will always be their favourite way of keeping their daughter’s memory alive, but they’ve taken to their granddaughters’ little brothers with great enthusiasm and open-heartedness, and for that I’ll always be grateful beyond belief.

Peter was a wonderful cricketer in his day and still coaches his local team at the weekend. He was underwhelmed by Jonny’s lacklustre reaction to cricket, but he’s already pronounced Nicky a future pro. I personally think the hours he puts in to teaching Nicky to bowl are probably wasted at this age, but it seems to make them both very happy to lark about outside.

Mum and Justin are super-involved, too. Once my mum got over the horror of becoming a grandmother far too young (her words), she embraced the role with her customary gusto. She’s actually been brilliant with Stel, educating her on the importance of good nutrition and helping her get her hormonal acne mostly under control through a decent diet.

Four kids.

Three sets of grandparents.

One old but gorgeous dog.

And one incoming Labrador puppy, whose imminent arrival Zach and I are guarding like a state secret and who will undoubtedly make Norm’s life a misery.

It’s messy, and exhausting, and not where I thought I’d be at thirty, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Alchemy’s now global, so Zach’s role is bigger than ever, and my role has expanded massively. We work from home a lot. It’s easier that way. Once the boys came on board it was clear we’d need a lot more outdoor space, so we’re down near Richmond Park, and neither of us can be arsed to go into the office more than a couple of times a week.

We still head for The Playroom once a fortnight, though. Wink, wink.

We don’t play with anyone else, but my husband likes to show me off. He’s as bad as Rafe.

The weirdest thing is that, despite the chaos, and the noise, and the lack of me-time, I feel more peaceful than I ever thought I could. Belle and I had this chat a few weeks ago, and we identified the feeling as contentment.

Contentment.

Weird, huh? I can’t say it’s an emotion I’ve ever aspired to, but it turns out it’s the healthiest, most restorative type of happiness. Like I’m full. Replenished.

Mum says it’s because I’m spending more time in my ventral nervous system, but then again, she gave me a jade Goop egg for my vagina after Jonny was born, so it’s always best to take what she says with a pinch of salt.
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I’m assuming Stella won the tennis match, if her elated and not particularly gracious shrieks of I won! echoing around the grounds of this gorgeous villa are anything to go by.

Sure enough, a moment later she’s running up to me and Nicky, puce and breathless and dripping with sweat. ‘I won! Dad was rubbish!’ she yells as she grabs Nicky under his arms and lifts him out of the hammock.

‘Go Stel!’ he cries.

I’m grinning at them when my husband materialises. He too is seriously sweaty. As he approaches, he peels off his soaking t-shirt and uses it to mop his face. I’m instantly interested. Despite being super old, he is super fit, and the appearance of his gorgeously tanned, toned chest and shoulders has me salivating.

He catches my eye and smirks. I’m not exactly subtle.

‘I wasn’t rubbish,’ he tells Stel. ‘I was fine, but you, my darling, are a lot more than fine. You’re bloody amazing.’

‘Bloody,’ Nicky agrees.

Zach licks his lips as he takes in what I’m wearing. Or, more accurately, what I’m not wearing. I changed out of my wet bikini for my nap, and this little pistachio-green ERES number is an exact replica of the one I was wearing on Rafe’s terrace all those years ago.

My husband has since told me a million times just what a tidal wave of carnal fantasies that bikini unleashed for him.

And yes, just as I suspected, he fantasised about coming all over my tits that day.

Since then, Zach’s kept ERES in business with a steady stream of bikinis for his wife. We travel a lot, so they get put through their paces.

They get ejaculated on a lot, too.

Truth.

I smile seductively at him.

‘Stel,’ he says, not taking his eyes off me, ‘can you take Nickychops here inside to find Ruth?’

‘Want Paw Patrol,’ Nicky whines.

‘And you may have it,’ his father says in a gracious tone. ‘Ruth will put the TV on for you.’

I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. Thank fuck for Ruth.

‘Thank you, sweetie,’ I say to Stel, who flashes me a wide grin and hikes Nicky up on her hip. I love that girl so much. I love both my girls.

As our kids wander off in the direction of the house, my chivalrous husband holds out his hand. ‘Come shower with me?’

I grip it tightly as I clamber inelegantly out of the hammock.

As if he needs to ask.

One of the many amazing things about this villa is that the master suite is located away from the other bedrooms. Another is that it boasts its own private outdoor shower area. Zach and I are making it our life’s mission to shower alfresco in as many incredible locations as possible.

Bali held the top spot until this holiday, but I have a feeling Ramatuelle has beaten it.

He leads me by the hand through the house and into our bedroom, cranking open the shuttered doors to our secluded terrace and showering spot. This shower is particularly chic—unsurprisingly, given where we are. The French do house porn so well. The entire back wall and floor of the enclosure is made of the smoothest, whitest pebbles, a canopy of bougainvillea blanketing the wooden slats that run across the top.

It’s fragrant, and pretty, and private.

‘Why don’t you go stand over there, sweetheart,’ my husband says as he cranks the overhead spray on and unhooks the handheld attachment.

It’s not a question. Nor is it a request.

I lick my lips and sashay a few steps, plastering my back to the cool smoothness of the pebbled wall.

‘Nice,’ he murmurs. He makes quick work of my bikini strings with a couple of strategic tugs. Within seconds I’m naked. Waiting. I bend a leg and lean the sole of my foot against the wall.

The heat in my husband’s eyes is literally the best thing in the world. There’s nothing that does it for me more than my quiet, understated and very British husband going fucking feral over me.

‘I can always lie down,’ I suggest innocently, and his face contorts as if he’s a man in pain as he turns on the attachment.

‘Fuck. I’ll never get over that,’ he says, testing the spray against his hand. ‘Hottest moment of my life.’

‘Try getting railed to within an inch of your life by your gorgeous boss on the floor of your shower,’ I retort. ‘That was a game-changer.’

He grins at me and steps closer, tugging his shorts down with one hand over his painful-looking erection. ‘Christ, I love you so fucking much, Mrs French. Nice tits.’

I laugh and throw my arms around his neck, pulling my favourite face in the world down for a sweaty (at his end) kiss. ‘Nice dick,’ I whisper against his lips. ‘I hope you know what to do with it. And I love you, too.’

‘I have a fair idea,’ he says, closing the gap even further and pressing his hardness against my stomach. And then he’s sluicing us down with the warm spray, water coursing over my nipples and between our bodies.

I pump some shower gel into my hands and get to work washing the sweat off my husband’s gorgeous body. He takes a step back and lets me work. He knows how much I love doing this. I’m still his little slave girl in all the best ways. I glide my hands lovingly over glorious hard muscle and he flicks the shower head this way and that, washing off the suds between teasing my nipples.

When I slip my hand under his dick and soap up his balls, we both groan. This guy’s definitely building up to a good release, and my need’s building too. Quickly. I slide my soapy hand up and down his rigid length, loving the impossible hardness in my grip. Our eyes are locked. His breathing is growing more ragged.

‘I need you,’ my husband says in that low growl that undoes me every time.

I reach over and turn off the handheld shower. ‘I want it hard,’ I tell him.

He moves us so we’re fully under the torrent and kisses me ravenously, his tongue devouring mine as his hands glide over my body. Then he’s grabbing me under my bum and hiking me up so my back is against the smooth pebbled wall.

I don’t need to be asked. I wrap my legs and arms tightly around him. Instantly, he’s nudging at my entrance, and I shimmy in his arms in my desperation to get his cock inside me. I drop my forehead to his and revel in the unique sensation that is being filled up by Zach French.

It’s indescribable. I’m beyond words as I struggle to accommodate my husband. I bear down as much as I can, and we stay like that for a moment. Utterly still. His dick pulsing with need inside me. Our kisses slow and greedy and sensual. The water pouring over us drowns out every other sound except for our breaths and the relentless hum of the cicadas.

Then he says, ‘Hold on tight, sweetheart,’ and I do, and he begins to move inside me, pushing me up against the wall so he can thrust up into me again and again and again, and fuck me, it’s incredible. I cling to him and take the punishing drives that have me winding higher and higher.

It’s so intense. Being here with my family in this paradise. Having my husband cage me in like this, the look in his eyes telling me nothing else matters for him in this moment but me, and the growing harshness of his thrusts telling me how badly he needs this.

Needs me.

I need him too. This man has given me the world, and still he won’t stop giving and giving, and my heart is so full it could explode. I don’t know how anyone can take this much happiness. This much pleasure.

I don’t know how I ever, ever got this lucky.

‘I love you so much,’ I murmur against his beautiful mouth, my heart full and eyes wet and voice shaky. And it seems my words move him, too, because he pushes up more powerfully than ever.

‘Fuck, I love you too, sweetheart,’ he says, one hand wrapping around the back of my neck. ‘You close?’

Close doesn’t even describe it. The combination of sensation and emotion is so intoxicating I’m barely functioning. Because this is how it always is with my husband. When we’re together like this, it isn’t just about orgasms. It’s fucking transcendent.

Obviously, I’m in no position to articulate anything like that in this moment, so I just nod madly and whimper, ‘Yes. Yes.’

I’m on a precipice. Zach’s thrusts are feeding the ache that’s building and threatening to morph into something exquisite. Something I can’t possibly withstand.

So I don’t.

I give myself over to the feeling of my husband showing me how much he loves me. I allow the heat to spread across my body. I let my head slump forward, and I slurp at the skin of his shoulder.

I let him do all the work, basically.

I take and I take and the pleasure grows and shimmers.

And then it detonates deep inside me, in a place only Zach can help me reach, and I bite down on his shoulder as I attempt to muffle my cries, grabbing furiously at his soaking hair as I writhe and convulse in his arms.

He follows me right over the edge with a low roar, pressing me up against the wall as he goes rigid and comes.

And comes.

When we’re done, I lift my head with difficulty and let it drop back against the wall. My husband is gazing at me, those astonishingly blue eyes still glassy from his orgasm but shining with unconditional love.

He’s not the tightly wound, self-judgemental ball of stress and grief I first met. This Zach is lighthearted and joyous, with the most immense capacity for love. He’s still the grownup in our relationship—thank fuck—but he lives life hard and fully and open-heartedly.

And he tells me over and over that he’s got me to thank for that.

‘Holiday fucking is the best,’ I slur, and he grins like I’ve just made the cleverest comment of all time.

‘The best,’ he agrees.

I smile and rake his hair away from his forehead. He’s still holding me up. Still inside me.

‘This place is heaven,’ I sigh. ‘I wish we never had to go home.’

His grin changes to an I did a thing grin.

I stiffen. ‘What did you do?’

‘Happy birthday, darling,’ he says, going in for a kiss.

I oblige and then swat him away.

‘Zach. What did you do?’

‘I wouldn’t make a decision this big without you,’ he begins carefully. ‘But everyone seems to adore this place, and it feels right. So I put an offer in, and they’ve accepted it. If you’d like to go ahead, we’ll buy it.’

I gape at him, momentarily speechless. My eyes fill up the entire rest of the way, instantly. I can’t even—I don’t know what to say. This is insane. God knows how many millions a villa like this costs in a place this fancy, but⁠—

‘Say something,’ he says. He nudges my nose with his.

‘Can we afford it?’ I say meekly.

His smile is smug, and powerful, and fucking hot. ‘You know we can.’

‘Oh my God.’ I crane my head, though I can’t see much beyond the shower enclosure. ‘I can’t even imagine it. Coming here over and over?’

‘It makes sense,’ he says. ‘We can get a boat. It’d be lovely out of season, too. We could even come here for Christmas. Bring the grandparents. What do you think?’

‘I’m overwhelmed,’ I say. ‘You’ve got to stop giving me stuff. One person should never be this lucky.’ A fat tear rolls down my cheek as I stare at my impossibly generous, loving husband.

‘I mean, obviously it’s for all of us,’ he says as he wipes my tear away with his thumb. ‘And yeah, it’s extravagant. But honestly, sweetheart, we get one life. And it’s fucking short. You gave me a second shot at happiness, so let’s make a home here and make as many fucking memories as we can, the six of us. Okay?’

Well, it’s hard to argue with that.
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FIRE ENGINES, FAIRY WINGS, AND FOUND FAMILY


MAX

Ihave everything in my life that a man could want or need. All the blessings I never knew to hope for.

Except for those big, manly, athletic dogs, that is.

There is not a Weimaraner or a Vizsla in sight in these endless grounds in our weekend pad in the South Downs, and it’s a fucking travesty. Instead, I’m constantly at risk of tripping over our two miniature long-haired dachshunds, Mac and Cheese, wherever I go. They’re always under my bloody feet. They’re more spoilt than any emperor and better groomed than a My Little Pony. Worse, it appears they’re virtually untrainable.

Obviously, Dex and I got totally screwed over by our wife. It’s not the first time it’s happened, and it won’t be the last. She claimed that having big dogs with big exercise needs while living in London during the week was downright cruel.

Personally, I think subjecting two grown men to these two is cruel, as are the knowing sniggers I get when I have to yell for the disobedient little shits by name in Holland Park when they refuse to remember their basic recall training.

Our four-year-old daughter, Amelia, alternates between disdain for their lack of self respect and adoration. Charlie, now five, is endlessly patient with them. Let’s just say our son got his biological father’s sweet nature and our daughter suffers fools even less than her old man.

At least Dex and I are not alone in our public humiliation. Adam Wright got equally pussy-whipped and found himself buying a pup from the same litter as Cheese. Welcoming (I use that term loosely in Adam’s case) the unimaginatively named Blondie into their family prompted Nat to design an entire line of overpriced doggy accessories for Gossamer.

Obviously, we own two of everything.

Canine regrets aside, today will be a happy day. We’ve got most of the gang coming down for the afternoon to celebrate Charlie’s fifth birthday. He has insisted on a fancy dress party, even though we’re still a couple of weeks away from Halloween, with dogs very much included in that dress code. In fact, for those guests with doggy companions, the code is Dress Like Your Dog.

In an ill-judged move, a previous version of me insisted that the dog’s costumes, at the very least, be homemade. As a result, the five of us are spending our precious Saturday morning putting the finishing touches to the dogs’ costumes, and I am far, far more invested than is decent.

I personally would have gone for matching, or at least complementary, costumes for Mac and Cheese, but both kids have gone in their own creative directions. Hence, Mac will be waddling around as a fire engine this afternoon—poor little fucker—and Cheese will be, predictably enough, a fairy princess.

Darcy has refused to have anything to do with the crafting of dog costumes, arguing that she’s organised “the entire fucking party” (her words) and that Dex and I should pull our fingers out and make ourselves useful. That’s not strictly accurate—we’ve more than pulled our weight—but you never argue with your pregnant wife, a lesson Dex and I have learned the hard way.

Hence, we find ourselves in costume-crafting teams. Dex and Milly are Team Cheese the Fairy Princess while Charlie and I are Team Mac the Fire Engine. As for the human costumes, Dex, Charlie and I will dress as firemen later while mother and daughter are, predictably enough, fairy princesses.

I can tell you now that our wife is counting down the hours till she’s wrapped around two massive firemen’s poles later. A fireman-slash-fairy spit roast is not one I’ve tried before.

As that blessed hour is an eternity away and we have a fantastic little boy to celebrate in the meantime, we sit at our vast wooden table in this light, airy kitchen. We bought this place a couple of years ago, when entertaining two kids under two in the city every weekend felt miserable as fuck. It’s just over an hour from London, in an AONB—an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, with four acres of gardens and paddocks and a sprawling white house with a traditionally thatched roof. The entire place is glorious, and I swear, every time we drive through those big gates, my blood pressure drops like a stone.

The problem with all your friends being Type A overachievers is that they’re competitive fucks, so I’m taking this dress code seriously. I will not have Charlie outclassed on his birthday by Wolff or Wright.

I took full measurements for Mac a couple of weeks ago and cut a large piece of cardboard to size. It’s been folded over so it will essentially sit on his back, folding around his front, hanging over the sides and leaving his little legs free (though pissing could pose a problem). I’ve attempted to explain to our son that it’s as important to get the structural integrity right as it is to honour the specifications of an authentic emergency vehicle.

Last weekend, Charlie painted the cardboard engine red as I looked on and praised his handiwork, sitting on my hands to stop myself from interfering. When he was in bed later that night, I touched up the blotchy parts and gave it a good coat of lacquer.

Darcy says I can’t help myself.

All this is to say: Team Mac the Fire Engine is in pretty good shape.

Dex, despite working far fewer hours than me this week, has done fuck all to prep for poor little Cheese’s costume and hence is sitting on the floor next to the table with Milly, trying not to swear out loud as he attempts to staple together a tutu from a mound of pink tulle.

‘This is deeply concerning,’ Darcy notes with a disparaging look at Team Cheese, wafting past with a huge floating bouquet of red and white balloons to tether somewhere (Mills is horrified that they aren’t rose gold, but this ain’t her party).

‘It’ll be fine,’ Dex says through clenched teeth, narrowly missing his finger with the stapler. ‘Ffff-fudge.’

I look on smugly. ‘Sounds like Daddy’s struggling a little, doesn’t it, Charlie-boy?’

He grins at me, delighted, showing tiny, pearly teeth. ‘Yep!’ The kid is far too sweet natured for his own good, so I’ve been treating this project as an excellent opportunity to instil in him some of my killer instinct.

We work away while, in the background, Spotify plays a series of shrill, kid-oriented covers of pop classics.

‘There!’ Dex says finally, the triumph in his voice audible. I look down. Cheese is wearing a poorly made tutu that definitely does not have structural integrity, and a pair of suspiciously well crafted wings that look to have originally been metal coat hangers.

‘Look, Daddy!’ Milly says to me, attempting to get the flimsy elastic chin strap of a tiny gold crown around Cheese’s endless snout. ‘She’s so pretty!’

‘She really is, darling,’ I coo before frowning at my husband. ‘Where did you get those wings? There’s no way you made those.’

He has the good grace to look sheepish. ‘Mummy made them last night, right, Mills? She said something about fairy wings being above my pay grade.’

‘For God’s sake,’ I mutter, unimpressed, watching as Cheese tries to shake her crown off. Darcy goes way too easy on Dex. He dazzles her with those big doe eyes he passed onto our son and she’s fucking putty. I mean, I’m not exactly immune myself, but sometimes you have to know when to hold your ground.

I grumble something about weaponised incompetence.

He grins at me.

I fucking melt.

‘Anyway,’ I say, recovering, ‘it’s still not as good as ours. Watch this. Fireman Sam has nothing on this guy.’

I manoeuvre Mac’s head carefully through the cardboard casing so the box is sitting jauntily over his elongated body. He looks fantastic. We’ve attached cardboard wheels to the engine itself with split pins, the ladder I painstakingly made from straws affixed to his back. He looks up at me, blinks, and then tries to curve his body to the left so he can chase his tail. He can’t bend, obviously. Not in that thing.

He does a funny little dance, rotating on the spot without getting anywhere closer to his tail. I feel a brief stab of guilt. I’ll remove his cardboard prison until the guests arrive and extend his freedom.

The most important thing is that our dog costume is better than Dex’s.

Right on cue, Cheese gives up on trying to shake the crown from her head and scuttles off.

‘No!’ Dex shouts ineffectually at her. ‘Don’t⁠—’

But she’s got a timely case of the zoomies. She races, crown askew and tutu flying, towards the kitchen sofa—the one that stands on short oak legs. The one she can just about squeeze under at the best of times. And as she disappears under it, my husband groans and I let out a shout of triumph.

Those wings are toast.
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DEX

This guest list will win any Best Dressed award.

We have Anton Wolff in the house, dressed as James Bond. Shocker. Gen looks stunning on his arm as a platinum blonde Bond Girl who’s definitely dressed to kill, but their dog, Hades, is drawing all the attention. A Doberman who’s always lacked his owner’s, um, edge, he’s currently trussed up in sunglasses and an orange bikini, from the waistband of which sticks a rubber knife: Halle Berry in Die Another Day.

Not to be outdone, Zach has turned up looking basically like himself, except that Maddy assures me he’s supposed to be a librarian. I suppose his hair does look messier than usual, and he’s wearing a mustard-coloured sleeveless sweater over his shirt. He’s made poor old Norm bear the brunt of the responsibility. The dog is wearing a lightweight sandwich-board-type affair, covered to make it look like a library book.

Of Mice and Men, to be exact.

Given his tank-like physique, I’m guessing he’s Lennie. He’s an old guy these days, with plenty of white in his black fur and that tired, rheumy look in his eyes. Even so, he’s bearing his cross with characteristically quiet stoicism. I’ll give it five minutes before I make a plan to rescue him and feed him a sneaky sausage roll.

More aesthetically pleasing are Grace Wright and Blondie, who are both dressed as Anna Wintour. Grace is clutching an edition of British Vogue that bears one of Nat’s designs on the cover, while Blondie actually has a little brown wig on her head, shaped like a bob, and a string of pearls around her neck. Some doll’s sunglasses are propped on the wig. I have to say, she’s far more on board with her headgear than Cheese was. And I could swear she’s strutting—as much as anyone with two-inch legs can strut, anyway.
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We end up taking photos of the dogs with their owners almost immediately so we can put the poor creatures (the dogs, that is) out of their misery and rid them of the more cumbersome costumes. Darce gets a fab shot of Max, Charlie and me in our firemen’s gear with our very own pint-sized fire engine. Mac really does look bloody cute. Our wife’s take on fairy princess is borderline porno, but no one’s complaining. She could take to the Alchemy pole in that getup.

Most importantly (well, after beating Max on the costume front, which I’ve failed spectacularly at doing), Charlie seems ecstatic. Given it’s October, we planned a tentative indoor-outdoor arrangement, with a chef manning the barbecue outdoors and serving up hot dogs, burgers and corn on the cob while we base ourselves indoors. But the afternoon is dry and crisp, and the kids are running around every inch of the house and gardens.

We spend so much time surveilling him and Milly, watching for any signs that this unorthodox family unit is in any way affecting them for the worse. It’s ridiculous, obviously. They have three adoring parents and a solid family unit. They’re far more fortunate than so many of their peers. But every piece of data we gather tells us the same thing.

They’re great kids.

They’re well adjusted and happy and kind. There will come a time when their schoolmates regurgitate bitchy, ignorant, judgmental things they’ve heard their parents say about us, and when that happens, we’ll deal with it. But with Charlie only one month into “proper” school, that’s not exactly a concern yet.

I take in the chaos around us as I sip my beer and chat to Mum and Charles. While we’ve opted to dress up as the kids’ favourite alter egos, most of our friends and their kids (and dogs) have gone down the spooky route. The little French boys, who’ve wisely given the librarian theme a wide berth, are both dressed as Count Dracula and my sister’s kids, Rosalie and Bobby, are, respectively, a witch and a skeleton. Rafe’s a wizard and Belle is also a witch—the most gleeful hex ever.

Celebrating Halloween still feels a little odd for me and her, given it was banned in our household growing up. My dad felt strongly that it was the Devil’s work and that we were best off steering well clear before spending the first of November praying fervently for our unholy souls.

I suspect that’s why my sister is enjoying this witch gig so much.

Next week, when we’re back in London, we’ll get down to the serious business of preparing for Halloween, with paper bats and carved pumpkins. There are a lot of wealthy Americans in Holland Park who tend to go way overboard with their spooky decorations, so trick-or-treating will be epic, and the Wrights are putting on a giant spooky installation on the facade of their insane pad.

I can’t wait.

One of the best-dressed awards of the day has to go to Charles and Mum. He’s dressed in his old military uniform (the Hunter men aren’t the type to cultivate a middle-aged spread, that’s for sure), dapper as hell and posture ramrod straight, while Mum is sporting red lipstick and victory rolls. Charles’ ancient lurcher, Dickens, is wearing a jaunty green beret and a camo coat. Charlie is fascinated, as he is by any sort of public service uniform.

It wasn’t deliberate at first that we named Charlie after Max’s dad (just as it wasn’t deliberate that Mum and the kids and I all ended up with the same surname: Hunter Scott). In fact, Darcy came up with the name after meeting Charlie, the Sorrel Farm owners’ adorable black spaniel. But it’s certainly fitting. Charles fell in love with my mother and has spent the past five years overhauling everything she thought she knew about relationships.

He’s a king among men, just like his son, and he loves his little namesake with the same exuberant energy that he loves Amelia, who’s his flesh and blood. The way he has replaced our dad in our lives is just one of the many weird and wonderful ways Mum, Belle and I have rewritten the futures we thought we’d have.

It’s been a month or two shy of seven years since I’ve had any contact with Dad.

Seven years.

I hear headlines from Mum, who is still in occasional touch with him and with a few of their parish friends. None of them are surprising. He’s in good health and very active with the church. He spends a great deal of time since taking full retirement ferrying frail old ladies to and from Mass each day. They adore him, obviously. Ben is an absolute saint, apparently.

A saint who cast aside his own son and grandchildren for falling foul of his moral codes.

Seven years of therapy and just as many years of being enveloped in a loving, supportive relationship have taught me how to sit with it. How to sit with the loss and betrayal and injustice. I will never be a hundred percent fine with it, mainly because my outrage on my children’s behalf still runs deep. But I am a hundred percent grateful for my lot in life: two incredible spouses, two beautiful, loving children and another on the way, one happy and loved-up mother, and a step-father-cum-father-in-law who could not be a stronger role model for our children.

When we’ve kicked out the last stragglers and retired to the drawing room to let the caterers clear up in the kitchen area, Lauren calls Charlie over, tugging him up onto her lap. ‘We’ve got some pressies for the birthday boy,’ she sing-songs, kissing him on his cheek.

‘Presents for me?’ Amelia asks from my lap.

Darcy laughs. ‘Nope, sweetheart. It’s not your birthday. Only the birthday boy or girl gets presents.’

Amelia folds her arms huffily over her chest, and I stifle a smirk. My little go-getter doesn’t like that one bit.

Charlie slides off Mum’s lap to the rug so he can rip the paper off two boxes. They’re both Playmobil emergency service vehicles to complement the epic fire station we gave him earlier in the week, on his actual birthday. (I won’t tell you how long it took three intelligent adults to construct it.) Charles Senior holds out a large envelope to him. ‘This is from us too, champ.’

Charlie gets a large card out of the envelope and brandishes it. ‘Fireman Sam!’

‘You might want to ask your Mummy or Daddies to read it to you,’ Charles suggests, and Charlie scrambles to his feet. ‘You read it, Grandpa?’

I grin at Darcy and Max over Amelia’s head. We all know what this is.

‘Dear Charlie,’ Charles reads aloud. ‘Very many happy returns on your fifth birthday, with love from Granny and Grandpa. You are invited to join us next Saturday at Camberley Fire Station to meet the fire crew there, inspect our fire engines, and even slide down the pole if you are brave enough! Dress code: full fire-fighting kit. What do you think, old man? Are you game?’

Charlie’s frowning as he tries to compute this. ‘An actual real-life fire station?’

Mum nods enthusiastically. ‘Yes. We told our local fire crew about you and they said they’d love to meet you and show you around. What do you think?’

‘And will I get to sit in the truck? And slide down the pole?’

‘Yes and yes!’ Charles says. ‘And you have to wear your uniform, that’s very important. Can we tell them you’ll be there?’

Charlie gapes at him for a moment. Then he launches himself at Charles, little arms going around his grandpa’s neck, and holds on for dear life.

Mum lays an affectionate palm on his little back. ‘I take it that’s a yes, then,’ she says softly.
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AULD ACQUAINTANCE


STELLA

Iwas a New Year’s Day baby.

This very evening, exactly twenty years ago, Mum and Dad were at a New Year’s Eve party at Cal’s old flat. They were taking it easy, because Mum had been feeling a bit dodgy all day, but apparently it was Mum who insisted that they ‘let their hair down’ one more time.

The plan was never for them to last at the party till midnight, but they lasted less than that, because about ten o’clock Mum started having contractions, and the rest is history.

I was born around eight o’clock the next morning, as night began its slow shift change to a grey dawn.

I think about it every year. I think about that New Year’s Eve more than I think about the timing of my birth, and I pretend not to know why it hurts more than usual this year, but I know, really. It’s because tomorrow, I turn twenty. Twenty-one is the big one, of course, and I’m sure Dad and Mads will throw me a gorgeous party and everyone will make a big fuss, but twenty is hitting me hard for all sorts of reasons.

Tomorrow, I’ll become a young woman for real. I will officially be a twenty-something, even if there’s no something to go with the twenty. I’ll be in the same decade that Mum was when she had me, and that Maddy was when she basically took over mothering us. I’ll be an adult in a way I certainly haven’t felt since I supposedly came of age two years ago.

Whenever Dad tells me and Nance the story of my birth, he always does it in a jolly way, and he makes a really big deal out of how excited they both were that they were going to start the new year with a brand new baby daughter. I can tell he really does have happy memories of it all, but it’s hard for me to hear about them, sometimes, because the fact that they didn’t know what lay ahead for all of us always hurts me so much that it gives me an actual stomach ache when I think about it.

So I find myself here, in Gen and Anton’s insanely gorgeous villa in the South of France, getting ready in my lovely room for what I know will be a beautiful—if dull for those of us under the age of forty—dinner, and thinking way too much about big, scary things like the circle of life.

It’s probably just hormones. Also, lots of people get reflective around their birthdays and lots get reflective on New Year’s Eve, so shoot me for indulging in a double whammy.

I tilt my head to one side as I survey my reflection in the mirror. I’m in the little black dress that my parents bought me for Christmas, though I know Maddy was behind it, because only she knew how obsessed I was with it and how expensive it was, and it’s way too short for Dad to have okayed it. It’s so unbelievably gorgeous—simple, and classy, but really sexy.

I couldn’t wait to have a reason to wear it. I’m glad we’re eating in Anton’s dining room and not out on that lovely terrace, because I’d freeze my tits off otherwise. Still, it’ll be totally wasted on everyone tonight. The younger ones are in bed and there’s only Nance and me and the stupid Russell boys.

From what I’ve seen of Kit so far today, he’s still as annoying and up his own arse as he ever was, even if Nance has a massive crush, and I’m sure Pip is still boring as fuck. The rest of us all turned up yesterday, but Pip and Aida have only arrived this evening, because she was hosting some live political review of the year on TV this morning and he stayed to keep her company.

I mean, she’s seriously cool. Anyway, I assume they made it here in one piece and will be at dinner. And I don’t really mind having a boring night. I had too many heavy nights in the final week of uni before we broke up for Christmas, so a few quiet weeks will do me good. And, knowing what amazingly generous hosts Anton and Gen are, I’m sure the food will be delicious.

My reflection smiles at me and gives me the thumbs up. My hair is tonged and a little darker than usual—I got all the dried-out sun-bleached bits toned down in a really nice session the week before Christmas with my and Mads’ colourist, so I look quite sophisticated. I’ve kept my makeup light, because no one can pull off the white-body-orange-face look in the middle of winter. And I’m wearing a thin strand of pearls that Mum left me in her will and which are my most prized possession.

I spritz on some perfume and smack my lips together. Time to go and play nicely with the grownups.
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As I descend the staircase, I see most of them standing around, drinking champagne in Anton’s huge and very elegant drawing room. It’s a gorgeous space, but cleverly enough decorated in neutrals and daubs of pastel that it doesn’t feel weirdly cold in winter. On the contrary, there’s a tree perfectly decked out in creams and golds—definitely Gen’s doing—and the huge stone fireplace has a thick garland strung along the mantle and a roaring fire within.

This house is seriously sick. We’ve been lucky enough to have had a few invitations out here, but I haven’t been recently. We mostly go to our house in Ramatuelle, near St Tropez, when we head to France.

When I grow up, I want to make enough money to have a pad like this, but I’m not sure women’s football is going to cut it. We definitely don’t get paid crazy money like the guys do.

All my thoughts of ambition and fancy French mansions go out the window a second later, because as I cross through the big archway from the hallway to the drawing room, a guy breaks away from the cluster and makes a beeline for me.

It’s Pip Russell.

But it’s not.

Because the Pip Russell I last saw maybe two or three years ago was tall and nerdy and gangly, and this guy, the one walking towards me with his eyes fixed right on me and a serious, open look on his face that is strangely engaging, is tall and broad shouldered and perfectly proportioned, and even as we walk towards each other, I can feel my face heating.

Fuck fuck fuck.

‘Hi,’ I say, less casually and more breathlessly than I intend.

‘Happy New Year, Stella,’ he says, stopping in front of me and bending so he can kiss me on both cheeks.

He’s always been seriously intense. I put it down to social awkwardness, even if he had a creepy habit of staring when we were younger.

He still stares, it seems…

It’s just a lot less creepy when he looks like this.

‘Happy New Year.’ You’ve filled out. ‘How, uh, was your flight?’

He screws up his face. ‘Pretty painful. Anton very kindly offered to send the jet back for us, but I wouldn’t let Mum accept.’

I laugh. ‘Let me guess. It would give you a Yeti-sized carbon footprint?’

‘Yeah. So we came on BA instead. Mum now officially hates me.’

‘I’m sure she’ll get over it,’ I murmur, trying and failing not to take in that lovely broad sweep of his shoulders under his smart navy blazer. His pale blue shirt is open at the neck. I’m pretty sure his adoring mother couldn’t deny this guy anything.

‘I hope so,’ he says, his eyes lingering, it feels like, on my mouth. ‘She says principles are great in theory but less so when they involve ninety minutes of being kicked in the back by a restless toddler.’

I swallow. ‘I’m pretty sure that’s a first world problem.’ I don’t know where he picked up the art of staring from—or maybe it’s more like heated gazing these days, but it’s certainly… effective. I feel entirely more naked than I did in the privacy of my room, more conscious of my bare shoulders beneath the tiny straps of this dress.

‘You’re absolutely right. Anyway, we’re here now, so you don’t have to rely on my brother for sparkling conversation anymore.’

I can tell he means it as a joke. Still, there’s an assurance there that I’ve never seen from Pip before. Uni has really made him blossom, and I don’t just mean physically.

It seems the awkward little nerd is all grown up.

‘Thank God,’ I tell him. ‘He’s still a cocky little shit. He’s spent the past twenty-four hours mansplaining every aspect of football to me.’

‘He never could read the fucking room,’ he says with a grin. The F-bomb gives me a little frisson, for some reason, and his smile is just lovely. It has the immediate effect of tempering that intensity of his.

‘But I’m being rude,’ he continues, ‘keeping you when you don’t even have a drink. Let’s get you sorted out. Anton’s got the Dom Perignon out already.’

He puts a light hand on my lower back—just his fingertips, really, brushing the curve of my spine through my black silk—and I find I’m oddly disappointed when he leads me through to where the others are mingling.
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Dinner is delicious, obviously, cooked with great aplomb by Anton’s hilarious chef Jean-Jacques, who insists on coming out to introduce each course in rapid, completely unintelligible French. Anton does the translating for him. I sit between Kit and Pip, though Kit focuses mainly on Nancy, thank God. I think he’s worked out she’s an easier audience for his bullshit.

Pip is reading Environmental Change and Management at Oxford, which sounds seriously hardcore. I think I knew he was at Oxford, but had forgotten. I suppose it’s not a surprise. He went to Eton, after all, and he’ll be Lord Russell one day, when his dad dies, and you can’t tell me Oxford isn’t still totally elite at heart. Anyway, Pip was always that kid who signed up for the Model UN and stuff like that, and I remember he wrote for Eton’s environmental magazine. I’ve also found out that he’s become obsessed with rowing in the past year, which I guess explains the excellent shoulders.

Still, he spends most of his time asking me about my degree—I’m studying Sports Science at Loughborough—and my football training schedule. He knows a weirdly large amount about both already. Someone’s been doing their homework, but it’s less creepy than sweet.

As we all dine at this beautiful table in this beautiful room, my attention stays on Pip. I zone out his brother, who’s so much louder than him, as best I can, and enjoy the quiet strength of his features in the soft, flickering light of the many tapered candles. He has really friendly eyes. They’re a kind of blue-grey, I think, so they could be cold, but they’re not. And they go all crinkly when he smiles at me, which is often. I like his eyes.

After pudding, which is a melt-in-your-mouth apple tart done the French way, topped with crème anglaise and super-fine slices of glazed apple, Anton stands up and taps his wine glass with his fork. He says a few charming words about how we’ll have a new year in less than an hour, and how much it means to him and Gen to be surrounded by the friends they consider to be family at this time of year. Then he says, ‘We also have a birthday to celebrate in less than an hour. Would the birthday girl like to say a few words before everyone gets totally legless?’

I’ve known this was coming. Gen pulled me aside earlier to check with me if it would be okay, and I said yes. While I have no problems captaining the Loughborough women’s football A team in front of hundreds of spectators, I’m far less comfortable speaking in public. But my dad and Mads are grinning at me with so much love and pride, and Pip, when I glance over at him, gives me a solidly encouraging smile too, so I suppose I can do this.

I get to my feet.

‘Firstly, thank you, Gen and Anton, for having us all to stay and for such a lovely party. I want to be you when I grow up.’

There’s a smatter of laughter and a chorus of ahhs. I reach for my glass and take a hasty swig of the lovely white wine we’re drinking. I’ll need it for this next part.

‘And I’d like to propose a toast to my Mum, who was in labour with me right now twenty years ago.’ I screw up my face, trying to stop the tears from coming. ‘Mum, we miss you every day, and I’m sorry for ruining your New Year’s Eve that year.’

I hold up my glass with a shaky hand. In my peripheral vision, I see Pip’s stricken face and Nancy bowing her head.

‘To Claire,’ Dad says forcefully, and everyone else joins in. He jumps up from his seat and comes around to give me a firm hug and a smacker on the cheek before going to check on Nancy.

‘I also want to say a quick thanks to my dad,’ I press on. I just want to get this over with. ‘Thanks for being the best dad ever, even during the really, really bad times.’

We all raise our glasses and there are lots of noisy cheers and thumps on the table as everyone shouts some variation of: To Zach! He abandons Nance and comes around to give me another big hug.

‘I love you, Stel.’

‘I love you too,’ I tell him, before wriggling free. I’m aware I’m droning on here.

‘And one last toast,’ I say. I feel a bit shy about saying this, but it absolutely needs to be said. ‘I’d just like to thank Maddy, too. It’s so weird to think she was only three years older than I am now when she basically became a mum to me and Nancy. I can’t even imagine it, because there’s no way I’m anywhere near ready to have kids.’

‘I’m extremely relieved to hear that,’ Dad says drily, dropping back into his seat and pulling Mads towards him with an arm hooked around her shoulders. Everyone laughs.

‘But seriously, it must have been so, so weird for you, but you never let us feel it. You’ve been so lovely since that very first day we met you on Rafe’s terrace, and, well.’ I swallow. ‘I think things would have been really bad without you,’ I whisper, ‘for all three of us. So thank you for marrying Dad and saving us all and giving us two amazing little brothers. We love you so much.’

‘Hear, hear!’ Cal shouts really loudly, and everyone gives a massive cheer.

Mads is up and out of her chair in a flash, coming to swallow me up in a hug. ‘I love you,’ she whispers in my ear. ‘Watching you and Nance grow up into such gorgeous young women has been the honour of my life.’

I squeeze her back tightly as our friends’ voices ring out in her honour. ‘It’s not over yet.’
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I can’t quite shake this feeling off. It’s somewhere between melancholy and excess emotion. I feel weepy and fragile, even sitting here surrounded by all this love. I think of my beautiful, amazing mum all those years ago, sitting in a hospital bed, preparing to meet me for the first time. It hits me every year, but this year it’s a lot. So, as soon as the fuss has died down and everyone’s back to their raucous, somewhat drunken chatter, I excuse myself to go to the loo.

Instead, I dive out through the kitchen into the still gardens. It’s bloody freezing out here. I didn’t quite think this through—not in this dress, anyway—but I need some peace and quiet more than I need warmth right now.

Down by the pool area, the noise from inside is far less intense. It’s a nice backdrop, but the sound of all that merriment feels like it could be floating over from a neighbour’s party. I sink down onto one of the sun loungers and watch the thick steam rising from the illuminated pool that Anton has had uncovered and heated specially for this weekend. It’s mesmerising, in the same way that watching a fire is mesmerising, and it gives me something pretty to gaze at while I allow myself to feel.

I miss her.

I fucking miss her.

It’s like I’m split in two—loving Maddy and Jonny and Nicky and the way our family looks today, and being all too aware that if Mum hadn’t died, we wouldn’t have them in our lives, while still grieving for the way the four of us were when Nance and I were little and for all the things Mum never got to do, all the milestones she never got to see. Sometimes it feels like there are actual hands inside me, tearing me apart, and it’s agony.

It may be a decade since we lost her, but I’m still trying to find a way to sit with all these weird conflicts and huge, scary emotions. Because I know at the end of the day that there’s no real way to reconcile them or make sense of them.

Sitting with them is really all we can do.

So I do.

I sit here on this bloody freezing sun lounger and I let it all wash over me, all the contradictions and the injustice and the grief, and I let the tears come, too, big, fat, sad ones that plop down onto my bare knees as I hug them to my chest in an attempt to keep warm.

Until I hear footsteps. Dad, probably, or Mads, come to see if I’m okay.

But it’s not either of them.

It’s Pip.

I look up at him, probably looking totally pathetic with my goosebumps and my chattering teeth and tear-stained cheeks.

‘Oh my God,’ he says, coming straight over to me and stripping off his smart navy blazer as he does. ‘Stella.’ He crouches and puts it around my shoulders, the body-warmed silk of its lining instantly enveloping me like a hug. ‘Can I?’ he asks, pointing at the edge of the lounger, and I nod as I sniff my tears away.

Not only does he sit, but he puts an arm around me, hugging me against his body so I’m even warmer. I keep my arms crossed over my chest, because I literally have been freezing my tits off, and lean into his side. I should be embarrassed that he’s found me like this, but I’m not, somehow.

‘I’m so sorry about your Mum,’ he whispers.

I draw my knees down so I’m sitting like a normal person. ‘Thanks.’

‘It’s so tragic. I’m so glad you guys have had Maddy. I’ve always been grateful that Mum met Cal, but honestly, no one deserves to have found happiness more than you and your sister and your dad.’

‘She’s amazing.’

He hesitates. ‘If you want to talk about it, I’m here.’

‘Thanks, but there’s nothing to say. She shouldn’t have died, I miss her, end of story.’

‘That’s all fair.’ He rubs my arm gently. ‘Can I tempt you inside? It’s freezing out here.’

‘In a minute. It’s so nice and peaceful. You should go in, though,’ I add hurriedly.

‘Nah, I’m good staying for a bit if you are.’

He nudges even closer towards me and holds me tighter, and I let my head fall onto his shoulder. He’s a peaceful person to be around, that’s for sure. And it was sweet of him to come looking for me.

Another great big tear plops onto my bare thigh. Jesus. I need to pull myself together. But Pip reaches over with his spare hand, and I watch in a daze as he uses his thumb to wipe the tear off my thigh. It’s not only an intimate gesture, but a possessive one. I glance up in time to see him sucking the pad of his thumb into his mouth as our eyes meet.

Oh. My. God.

He doesn’t look shy now. He looks like a guy who knows exactly what he wants. His lips are closed around his thumb, and I can’t drag my eyes away as he slides it slowly out.

Our faces are so close.

He uses the same thumb to wipe away the rest of my tears from one cheek and then the other.

‘Far too beautiful for tears,’ he murmurs, and I go still.

‘Really?’

‘I’ve always thought it.’ He slides his hand around my neck. ‘For as long as I can remember, I’ve loved looking at you.’

I give him a tiny, pleased smile.

‘That’s better,’ he says, his gaze flitting back and forth from my mouth to my eyes. ‘But it seems I’m the sleazebag who seeks out a crying girl and then tries to hit on her while she’s vulnerable.’ He pauses, like he’s hoping I’ll disagree.

‘You could’—I clear my throat—‘try harder. If you like.’

The smile he flashes me is blinding, and how in the world I ever thought this tall, dark guy with the quiet, steady manner and the beautiful grey-blue eyes was dull is beyond my comprehension .

‘Seriously?’ he asks, his fingers flexing on my neck.

‘Mmm-hmm. Yeah. You know, you should be trying a lot harder to cheer me up. It would be the gentlemanly thing to do.’

We grin at each other and, even if mine is watery and shaky and a little unhinged, it doesn’t seem to faze him.

‘Stella, Stella, Stella,’ he murmurs before he closes his mouth over mine.

His kiss, like everything else about him tonight, is stronger and sexier and more confident than I expected. It starts out tentative for about a millisecond before he presses his lips harder against mine. The first decisive stroke of his tongue has me opening for him instantly. I claw at his dark hair with one hand while the other enjoys the feel of warm, bunched shoulder muscles under his shirt, and I have the hazy thought that using his body to catalogue the major muscle groups would be way more fun than any textbook.

Within about a minute, he has his jacket off my shoulders, his hands doing laps of my neck and back and arms. Within another, he’s hauling me up onto his lap so I can straddle him. I can’t stop kissing him. He’s so big and solid, and he tastes delicious. He’s kissing me like he can’t stop, either.

‘You should keep up the rowing,’ I mumble into his mouth as I drag my fingers over the ridge of his tricep. ‘It’s clearly working for you.’

He chuckles. ‘That will motivate me at the arse-crack of dawn every time I have training,’ he tells me before diving back in to sample my mouth again.

While Maddy may have tried to sell me on the benefits of a quiet, intense nerd many times over, I’ve usually gone for football players, to be honest. They’re generally hot, athletic and basic. But kissing a guy who goes to fucking Oxford and wants to save the planet and looks at me like I’m the second coming of the Lord is something I’ve seriously, seriously underrated.

I’m vaguely aware of the rest of our party shouting out the countdown to midnight. ‘Do you want to go back inside?’ I pant.

’Hard pass.’ He buries his face between my neck and my shoulder, and I tilt my head to give him access. I shiver, partly because it feels so good and partly because I’m still freezing. ‘But we could get in the pool, if you want to warm up. Look at that steam! It looks boiling.’

‘It’s geo-thermally heated,’ I tell him hurriedly. If he goes off on an eco-rant it would really ruin the moment. ‘But we can’t get in the pool!’

‘Why not?’ He puts his hands around my waist and lifts me off him before standing.

I gaze up at him stupidly. ‘Common decency?’

‘You don’t have to skinny dip. I’ll keep my boxers on. You can go get your swimming costume, if you insist.’

He winks at me, and I look at the pool, flustered. I mean, it looks like an actual hot tub from here. A very big one.

Next thing I know, he’s unbuttoning the collar and cuffs of his shirt and tugging it off over his head. Holy crap. Those shoulders are even broader with his shirt off, his defined pecs dusted with dark hair, and a dark line leading to his waistband. I gape, and he laughs.

‘I’ve waited a long fucking time for you to look at me like that, Stel.’

‘Keep going,’ I say, my eyes on his belt buckle.

He laughs again and makes quick work of it, shoving his chinos down and showing off his snug black boxer briefs.

Oh my God.

I made him hard.

He throws the trousers onto the lounger, actually salutes me, and turns with a grin before cannonballing into the shallow end of the pool. I shriek as my dress and I get sprayed hard.

When he surfaces, it’s a fine, fine sight, water droplets streaming from his body as he raises his hands to slick back his hair.

‘Okay, okay,’ I say. ‘Give me one minute.’

My bikini is in the cabana. I had a swim first thing this morning. I sprint in and turn on the light, pulling my dress off over my head and getting my thong and heels and pearls off as quickly as humanly possible. My bikini is dry, thanks to the lovely perma-heated towel rails that Pip doesn’t need to know about. I tug it on, fastening the top behind my back, and run back out again in record time. He’s standing in the water, surrounded by steam, grinning at me.

Nothing has ever looked more enticing.

From the house behind me come the strains of people drunkenly singing Auld Lang Syne.

‘Is it warm?’ I ask him, stepping to the edge of the pool.

‘It’s glorious,’ he says, his eyes running over my bikini-clad body. He holds his arms out wide. ‘Come on in, French. What are you waiting for?’

It’s a shiny new year.

A gorgeous, sweet man is mostly naked in this stunning pool, and he wants to warm me up.

Nothing.

I’m waiting for nothing.

I give him my best smile, and I jump.

AND THEY ALL LIVED HAPPILY EVER AFTER.
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AUDACITY PREVIEW


ATHENA

When Anton Wolff’s name lights up on your phone’s display, you don’t turn it down.

For a variety of reasons.

I pause the documentary I’m watching—Winter on Fire, about an uprising in Ukraine a decade ago. It’s compelling and confronting in equal measure. Mr Wolff is guaranteed to provide some light relief.

‘Anton. Hello.’

‘Hello, Athena. How’s tricks?’

I can hear the smile in his voice as he drawls my name, and I swear to God my entire body breaks out in goosebumps. I’m a dog whose owner is clanging a bell and offering me a tasty chicken treat.

‘Still turning them.’ I set down the remote and sit up straighter, shifting in my cashmere cocoon. The sofa is a nest of Loro Piana blankets and throw pillows, all presents from Steve Goodall—the man I currently work for—who is a thoughtful and generous gift giver.

He chuckles. ‘That’s my girl.’

I would like to clarify at this point that I was never actually in love with Anton while I worked for him—not entirely, anyway. He was merely my billionaire boss who, at more than twice my age, commanded me and used me and consumed me, rendering my seven-figure salary the second best thing about working for him.

Not something I can say about my current boss.

Alas, that’s not to say Anton can’t have my nipples hardening with a phrase like that’s my girl, because the things I used to do—willingly—to earn that phrase in that particularly filthy, intimate tone aren’t easily forgotten.

‘How’s monogamy?’ I ask. It still smarts that he kicked me out as soon as his now-wife, Genevieve, rolled over for him. One Wednesday, he sidled off to Cannes with her and his number two, Max, for a recce of her sex club, the one he was investing in, and by the following Monday morning he was grinning and sun-kissed and telling me, kindly but firmly, that our gig was over.

It made for a hell of a nightmare trying to pass things over remotely to his new EA, that’s for sure. And, while it’s the nature of the job, it can sting.

‘Bloody amazing,’ he says in that cheerful, larger than life voice of his, and I know that this particular instance of that’s my girl is a figure of speech and nothing more.

I have to admire his total commitment to this relationship. Genevieve may be his fourth wife, but this one is here to stay. That fact was clear to me as soon as I laid eyes on her. As soon as he lured her into his office and got Max and another colleague to rail her while he let me get him off, I knew that man’s heart was toast.

Along with my job.

‘Glad to hear it.’ I clear my throat. ‘What can I do for you, Anton?’

‘I have a potential position for you,’ he says, and I roll my eyes.

‘I have a position, thank you. And I don’t need a pimp.’

‘Goodall keeping you overflowing with orgasms, is he?’

The derision in his voice is clear. Steve is a thirty-something, socially awkward nerd who runs an innovative hydrogen fuel cell company. I took the role to learn all I could about the renewables sector and because the salary was exceptional. It’s easy money in a fascinating space, and the fact that I have to fake it every Monday, Wednesday and Friday when Steve fucks me, missionary-style, on his office sofa, isn’t a huge deal.

‘That is precisely none of your business.’

It really isn’t, and he knows it. He also knows that I’d never allow any indiscretions where my employers are concerned, ironclad NDAs aside.

His voice softens. ‘Look. I know it isn’t. I’ve just—I’ve got a mate who could use someone exactly like you in his life, and I wanted to at least make you aware of the opening. You’re far too shrewd a businesswoman not to have an eye on the market at all times.’

I sigh. ‘Who is he?’

‘You know I shouldn’t tell you without an NDA.’

‘Your call. But you called me, remember? And you know I would never repeat our conversations.’

‘His name is Gabriel Sullivan. Gabe.’

I frown, trying to place the name. ‘Sullivan…’

‘As in Sullivan Construction. He’s recently taken over from his old man.’

Oh. Now I understand. Sullivan owns half of the London docklands. They’re an enormous Irish construction company going back several generations. They went public a few years back, making the family billionaires several times over.

‘Does the son run the public company?’

‘No. He runs Rath Mor, the family’s investment vehicle. They’ve got assets of over eight billion. They kept a lot of the land. His brother runs the construction side.’

‘So it’s a private wealth fund, basically?’ I’m familiar with this concept: families so wealthy that they don’t go to a Swiss private bank like most normal rich people, but manage their assets in-house like a proper investment firm.

‘Exactly. Do me a favour. Look Gabe up.’

‘Okay. Give me a sec.’ I reach across and pull my MacBook onto my lap, typing Gabriel Sullivan into the search engine.

Holy fucking shit.

‘He’s not Steve Goodall,’ Anton quips.

‘He most certainly is not,’ I murmur.

A guy stares back at me from the array of corporate and Getty images the search throws up.

Black hair.

Black eyes.

Unsmiling.

Cheekbones that could cut glass and ramrod-straight posture.

In most of them, he’s wearing some variation of a suit and tie, or suit and unbuttoned shirt.

But as I scroll, one photo catches my eye.

I click into it and Google serves me up the following headline in the financial section of The Telegraph.

Gabriel Sullivan is to leave the priesthood and take up the helm of Rath Mor Asset Management. His father, Ronan Sullivan, is due to retire this September.

It’s a formal shot, but boy does it hit differently from the others. Gabriel is standing in the nave of a beautiful old church, arms folded and smile absent —so far, so on-brand—in basic priest’s garb. He has on a black shirt and trousers and a simple white dog collar. Around him, the space dances with fragments of colour, courtesy of the sunlight streaming through the church’s stained-glass windows.

I lean in to study the image. He’s arresting and grave, this man of the cloth, and he is hot as fuck. So hot, in fact, that the little frisson of pleasure I’ve felt at speaking to Anton is instantly forgotten.

How does a man go from that—a sense of vocation so strong that he’s willing to subjugate his most primal desires in favour of a life of service—to paying up for sex on tap?

And what type of enigma does that make him? Do his former sacrifices explain his interest in the kind of solution only Seraph can provide, or do they render it wholly inexplicable?

Presumably, he once believed in the sanctity of the vows he took. In their ability to hold him and cleanse him and behallow him.

Presumably, that covenant promised him a celestial array of eternal, exalted rewards in exchange for renouncing any earthly worship of money and sex .

Yet he now wants to use his unlimited supply of the former to pay for an unlimited supply of the latter.

There’s lapsing.

There’s pivoting, even, in one’s belief system. One’s moral code.

But this guy’s one-eighty must be giving him whiplash.

‘You’ve gone awfully quiet,’ Anton drawls. ‘Like what you see?’

‘Hang on.’ I stare at the unsmiling eyes of the man in the photo. ‘Are you honestly suggesting you want me to fuck a guy who used to be a priest?’

‘Used to be being the operative words. He’s a layman now, and you’d better believe he needs some stress relief. We signed him up to Alchemy, but the poor fucker’s too exhausted for all those late nights. One of the cleaners stumbled across him at four in the morning the other day—he was out cold in one of the private rooms. I don’t know who was more traumatised. Anyway, he needs more of a full-service solution.’

I’m silent, weighing my options. On the one hand, I don’t like to turn over my employers too often. It doesn’t look good on one’s CV. On the other, my agency Seraph, a discreet outfit owned by Anton and specialising in employees like me, could place me at a dozen different places tomorrow if I wanted to. CV optics aren’t really a priority.

‘Come on,’ he says in a wheedling tone. ‘Just meet with him. If you’re happy with Woodall, then fine, but I’d like to see you have your cake and eat it. You’re my OG Seraph girl, you know you are.’

‘I’m your only Seraph girl,’ I point out. Anton may have founded Seraph, but he didn’t make his first hire—me—until after he’d extricated himself from Marriage Number Three, and he met his wife only a few months after I started. ‘And don’t try to use words like OG. You’re far too old. It doesn’t work.’

‘I’ve got teenage kids,’ he retorts good-naturedly. ‘I’m cool.’

‘You’re really not.’

He really is. For his age, anyway.

‘What do you say?’ he persists. ‘If the tall, dark and handsome billionaire doesn’t float your boat, you can scurry back to Steve and his godforsaken offices in—where is it? Swindon?’

‘Reading.’ In a retail park, no less. It’s godawful.

He laughs. ‘You don’t belong in fucking Reading, sweetheart. Say the word and you could be back in Mayfair where you belong, with a disgustingly handsome man fucking you senseless every day of the week. The guy was celibate for a decade, God love him. Imagine how much lost time he’s got to make up for.’

I chew the inside of my cheek.

Imagine, indeed.
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A NOTE FROM ELODIE



I honestly don’t even know what to say.

When I made the decision to start a brand new pen name and write a book where I used absolutely zero filter (hello, Unfurl), I did not think it would lead to this!

I’m an intuitive writer. I didn’t plot this series. I figured out halfway through Unfurl that there was something between Zach and Maddy, and it kind of went from there. I had no idea I would write an MMF until I was writing the epilogue of Unveil and a lightbulb went off. I surprise (and shock) myself constantly!

All that is to say, I never thought I would end up with this huge, messy, happy family, and I really never thought I’d end up loving them all so much. These people are so real to me, and writing their futures has been nothing short of an absolute pleasure.

That they and their happiness are important to you, too, means the world to me. I asked my readers for suggestions and requests and boy, am I glad I did! You guys came up with some blinders!! Please read through to the Acknowledgements for full details.

A reader once accused me in a review of wrapping everything up far too neatly in a big red bow. I loved this critique! I will choose closure in fiction every day of the week, and the closure-dopamine Always Alchemy has given me is intense. As always, they’ve had to dig deep and, as Brené Brown would say, choose courage over comfort. That park scene between Belle and her dad broke my heart.

But I hope that, for the most part, you’ve enjoyed looking into their futures, and you’ve enjoyed the glimpses into some new POVs. I know a lot of you wanted to see a HEA for Lauren, and for me, personally, it was important to show the French family blossoming. Stella’s POV slayed me.

If you’re sad that Alchemy is technically coming to a close, I promise you the vibe of the Seraph series will be very similar, with lots of Alchemy Easter eggs. I’m not ready to leave these guys behind either…

And I’ll finish by saying I suspect this is not the last you’ll see of Felix Wolff!!!

Thank you for reading xxx
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Thank you as always to my beta readers, Jennifer Brooks Brown, Krystal Vigue and Stephanie Paris, and to Jennifer for proof-reading with that eagle eye, too.

Aside from my amazing readers, I’d also like to thank my marketing fairy godfather, Bobby Kim, who is basically Yoda, and all my lovely, lovely author friends and coaches who keep me sane.

I love this community! X
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