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Claire had not been touched in four months.

She counted it one night in early June, lying on her side of the bed while David slept facing the wall. March, then April, then May, then the beginning of summer. At first she told herself he was tired. Work. The pitch that never seemed to end. A difficult client. A late train. There was always a reason that sounded like a reason if she did not look at it too hard.

He still came home. He still put his keys in the same bowl by the door. He still asked if she wanted the last of the toast. On Sundays he made coffee and read the paper at the kitchen table like a man who had not misplaced his marriage. Claire watched him over the rim of her mug and wondered when ordinary had become a performance.

He was still handsome. That made it worse. Dark hair going silver at the temples, the same mouth that used to make her laugh in restaurants. He still kissed her cheek when he left in the morning. He still said *love you* in the doorway, the words landing with the same weight as *see you later*.

He did not reach for her.

She reached for him twice. The first time was a Friday in April. She put her hand on his chest in the dark and felt him go still.

“Not tonight, sweetheart,” he said, and kissed her forehead. “I’m wrecked.”

The second time was two weeks later. She slid closer. He got up for water and did not come back until he thought she was asleep. After that she stopped reaching. She lay in the dark and listened to him breathe and tried to remember the last time he had wanted her without being asked.

She told her sister it was a dry spell. She told herself it was temporary. She joined a gym she did not enjoy and packed lunches he did not eat at his desk. The house stayed clean. The bed stayed cold.

She found out why on a Thursday afternoon.

David was still “at work.” The house was quiet. Sunlight lay across the kitchen tiles. The radio murmured in the other room, a presenter talking about traffic on the ring road. The doorbell rang, and Claire opened it expecting a parcel.

Vanessa stood on the step in a dark coat, tablet under one arm, smiling as if she had been invited.

She was taller than Claire had expected from the few times she had glimpsed her outside David’s office. Raven hair. Cold blue eyes. A mouth that looked used to getting what it asked for. The coat was expensive. The smile was not kind.

“Don’t make a scene,” she said. “Let me in.”

Claire should have shut the door. She didn’t. Something in the woman’s face made refusal feel already late, as if the conversation had started weeks ago and Claire was only now arriving. Vanessa walked past her into the hallway, into the kitchen, and set the tablet on the table where Claire ate breakfast.

“Sit down.”

“This is my house.”

“Sit down, Claire.”

Claire sat. Vanessa unlocked the tablet with one thumb and turned the screen.

Their kitchen.

Claire recognised the tile before she recognised her husband. David had Vanessa bent over the counter where she chopped onions. His trousers were around his thighs. Vanessa was filming with one hand and laughing, her other hand in his hair.

“That’s it,” the recording said. “Fuck me where she makes your coffee. Harder. I want to remember this when she’s standing here tomorrow.”

On the video David groaned and drove into her. The camera dipped, caught the wet join of their bodies, then Vanessa’s face again, looking straight into the lens as if she already knew who would be watching.

Claire’s stomach dropped. She reached for the tablet. Vanessa pulled it back and swiped.

The sofa. David on his back, Vanessa riding him, the wedding photo visible on the shelf behind them. Vanessa slapped his chest lightly and told him to keep his eyes on the camera.

Their bed. Sheets Claire had bought on sale in January. Vanessa’s mouth on his throat, her eyes on the lens while she told him he was better when he stopped pretending he was a good husband.

The spare room. Against the fridge. Once on the stairs, clumsy and urgent, Vanessa telling him to be quiet or the neighbours would know what kind of man lived here.

His office. Blinds half-drawn. David in the chair he used for client calls. Vanessa astride him, blouse still on, skirt pushed up. A knock at the door in the background. David’s hand clamped over her mouth. Vanessa looking straight into the lens, amused, rolling her hips anyway.

Hotels. A beige room with a city view. Another with white towels and a minibar. Vanessa filmed him on his knees with his face between her thighs. Vanessa filmed herself coming on his mouth. Vanessa filmed him saying her name like it was the only one he had left.

Four months of an empty bed, and he had been busy the entire time.

“Stop.”

Vanessa did not stop. She let the last clip play until David came with a broken sound Claire had not heard from him in years.

“I’m not going to stop seeing him,” Vanessa said, as if she were discussing the weather. “And if you tell anyone, these go everywhere. Family. His office. Your sister. Do you understand?”

Claire’s voice came out thin.

“That’s why he won’t touch me.”

Vanessa’s smile sharpened.

“He doesn’t get to. Not anymore. That started as a game and turned into a rule. Be at this address tomorrow.” She slid a card across the table. An elegant hand. Black ink. “Don’t wear anything you care about. If you don’t come, I post them anyway. If you do come, we can keep this between the three of us.”

“Why me?”

Vanessa looked at her for a long moment.

“Because he talks about you when he’s inside me. He thinks that makes him loyal. It just told me where to look.” She picked up the tablet. “Tomorrow. Don’t be late.”

She left the way she had arrived. The house smelled like her perfume.

Claire did not move for a long time after the door shut. The kitchen clock kept time as if nothing had happened. The radio was still talking about traffic. On the table, the card sat beside the place where the tablet had been, black ink on cream stock, an address that did not belong to any life Claire recognised as hers.

She picked it up. Put it down. Picked it up again.

When David came home he was in a good mood. That was the part that stayed with her. He loosened his tie, kissed her cheek, and asked about dinner as if the afternoon had been ordinary for both of them. She watched his mouth while he talked. She had seen that mouth on the screen. She had heard the sound he made when he finished.

“You’re quiet,” he said.

“Long day.”

He nodded, sympathetic, a man offering kindness from a safe distance. He poured wine. He asked about her sister. He did not look at the kitchen counter for longer than anyone normally would. Claire wondered if he could still see Vanessa there when he blinked.

In bed he said he loved her again. The words had the same shape as always. She said it back because the alternative was starting a conversation she was not ready to have in the dark. After he fell asleep she got up and stood in the kitchen in her nightdress and put her palm on the counter. The stone was cold. She took it off as if it had burned.

Claire sat at the table until the light changed and David’s key turned in the door. He kissed her cheek and asked what was for dinner.

She said pasta.

She did not say Vanessa’s name.

She did not ask why their bed had gone cold. She already knew.

That night she lay beside him and stared at the ceiling. He slept easily, one hand on his stomach, the picture of a tired man. Claire thought of the counter. The sofa. The sound he had made on the tablet. When he shifted toward her in his sleep, she moved away.

In the morning he made coffee and asked if she had plans. She said she might go into town. He said *have a good day* and left with his bag. Claire sat at the table with the card in her hand until the coffee went cold.

The address was a penthouse with a view of the river.

Claire stood outside it for a full minute before she pressed the buzzer. Her pulse was in her throat. She could still turn around. She could still go home and pretend the tablet had been a bad dream. The door unlocked with a soft click. Sound met her before Vanessa did.

Wet sound. David’s groan. Vanessa’s laugh.

The videos were playing on every screen in the room — the wall-mounted television, a laptop on the counter, a tablet propped against a vase. Her husband was everywhere, fucking this woman in rooms Claire still lived in. The volume was not discreet. It filled the apartment like furniture.

Vanessa was on the sofa in a black slip, watching her watch it. She looked pleased. Not surprised.

“I knew you’d like it,” she said. “You came, didn’t you? After all that moral noise in your kitchen.”

“I came because you threatened me.”

Vanessa stood and crossed the room. She stopped close enough that Claire could smell her — the same perfume that had been on David’s shirts for months.

“You came because you couldn’t stop thinking about it. There’s a difference. Take your clothes off.”

Claire’s hands shook. The coat went first. Then the blouse, the trousers, the rest, until she was bare in a stranger’s living room with her marriage playing at full volume behind her. Cool air moved over her skin. She folded her arms. Vanessa pulled them down to her sides.

“Don’t cover. I want to see what he gave up.”

She circled
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