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In any bed, in any bedroom, in any apartment anywhere, a man and a woman were engaged in an activity as natural and oft-repeated as it was in any village, in any town, in any city and country the world over.

It was the latest of a number of couplings they had made over the past couple of months when time and opportunity allowed and was, had they but known it, going to prove the last.

Even if the decision to end their relationship would come, or at least be prompted, by other people and other events.

Their sex – the female of the partnership refused to acknowledge it as lovemaking – was hurried and a little frantic given the time restraints imposed by the woman herself, but the man was okay with that so long as she continued to come to his bed.

He was also, unlike her, beginning to develop feelings for his “time allowing” partner.

Having used his tongue to build her arousal for the main act, hopeful she might reciprocate in a way she hadn’t until now, he finally raised himself over her and slid into a femininity that, despite her age and its delivering of two children, remained gratifyingly tight.

As always, her eyes were closed and she seemed unable or unwilling to look at him during the act.

He had gotten used to it and satisfied himself by pistoning in and out of her until such a time as he felt she was on the edge and allowing himself to let go too.

In comparison to the lovemaking she had gotten used to up until this time, it was prosaic, functional, and utterly unremarkable.

Yet she had not called it to a halt.

After the usual physical and verbal expressions of completion faded and he had collapsed on top of her, they had lay together and analysed their differing perspectives on the entirely by-the-numbers sex that had just taken place between them.

He - wanting nothing more at that point than to have more time to express his growing feelings for her, that he might build a relationship based on more than their sporadic copulations.  

She - struggling again with the guilt of what she was doing and questioning why she kept returning to repeat it.

Neither of them to know that their coalition of basic lust and all too familiar deceit was about to come crashing down upon their heads.

And not only theirs...
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John, my husband and I, had been married ten years at the time the events I am about to describe occurred.

Our eleventh anniversary was no more than two months away. 

Always slightly contemptuous of other women who had cheated on men they swore they loved – and, given my own recent experiences, were probably being honest when they said it – my own marriage tanking descent into stupidity began the day I bumped into one of the trainers at my gym while waiting for my Audi to be detailed.

My name is Grace Parkin, though it remains to be seen how long I’ll hold on to that surname. And please believe me, I love my husband the way I love oxygen. Along with my daughters and our respective families, its John who keeps my lungs working.

Okay, that’s a little flowery, but you get my drift; though it won’t stop you from asking what I did and why I took the decision to put that love in danger.

Get in line behind me.

And I add a correction: that love is not just in danger right now but in an ACU on life-support.

At least where he’s concerned.

You see, and without going in to the nuts and bolts of our meeting and falling in love at my cousin’s wedding back in 2007, there had not been one minute of one day in all those years when I had regretted marrying my John.

The arrival of Hailey and Chrissy within a few years of each other put icing on our happiness and I loved the life we had together. We were, each of us, happy. John’s a genuinely good interior-designer and makes a really decent living – even if he would give it up in a heartbeat if he thought he could make enough money to provide for us from the watercolours he paints in his garden studio – and life was good. 

What with the salary I command from the teaching I went back to as soon as both kids were able to be left with parents; we are comfortable – very comfortable - and live in a beautiful house owned in trust by the company belonging to John’s dad. 

A house with an interior that’s the envy of our family and friends and, in John’s signature way, remains a home despite being really stylish and unique.

So why would I jeopardise all that for...?

This was the question I was hoping my oldest friend, Jennie, could answer for me as I sat in her kitchen and sipped listlessly at a coffee while she tried to get her head around what I was telling her.

And doing so while not quite succeeding in keeping the shock from her expression.

You can add condemnation into the mix also.

You see, Jennie, like all my female friends, doted on John and knew how devoted I was to him. 

Or at least she had known.

She’d produced four kids of her own and was in a combative but loving relationship with Tim, her own husband, who just happened to be really close with mine.

I mean, close like peas in a symbiotic pod close.

Telling her, I knew, would not be easy.

“So,” she had begun, fighting the hostility my admission had triggered, “where did you meet your new man?”

Triggered by words I’d heard only recently from my own husband, my eyes watered instantly and Jennie, good friend that she was, lay a hand over mine and just as instantly apologised.

“I’m sorry, Grace. That was bitchy. It’s just... Well... I can only imagine how John must be feeling!”

The floodgates of my self-pity and genuine remorse opened again and I clutched my chest. Could emotional pain turn physical? Was I having a heart attack? 

I almost wished I was. 

Dead, I wouldn't have to face John. I wouldn't have to see the pain and condemnation in his eyes. I could avoid having to see my daughters and be confronted with the destruction I’d wrought etched into their sweet and trusting faces.

“Wow! This Michael must be something special for you to...”

Jennie broke off as I winced.

Then, more gently:

“Well, is he?”

I shook my head and her eyes crinkled with puzzlement.

“Then...?”

She held her arms wide, as if in search mode:

“Why?”

“For the life of me Jen, I have no idea,” I confessed. “He’s a nice looking guy, in a kind of obvious and stereotypical Latino way, and his personality must have had something to it that attracted me to him. But on his very best day he doesn’t come within three States of John’s own looks and charisma.”

“Grace,” Jen began, not buying it; “he must have had something for you to even think for a second of jeopardising what you have with John.”

My own shoulders slumped as once again I tried to locate the origins of my attraction.

And came up with nothing.

Nothing coming close to mitigation anyway.

Even if there were such a line of defence fitting that description.

I was shaken to my core. What had I been thinking? Could I even have been thinking? I’d cheated on John! My wonderful loving and caring husband. As marvellous a father as he was a partner and lover.

I didn’t even bother to search my memory for something he may have done that had contributed to my treachery.

There was nothing, other than the usual petty and trifling little conflicts peculiar to all happy unions.

And they could hardly be offered as an explanation.

It was all my fault and there was no wriggle-room on the issue, even if I’d been superficial and self-interested enough to try and invent some. Guilt and remorse are too miniscule as words to describe the almost physical agony of my anguish. At that moment, I couldn’t believe a word existed that could describe my feelings.
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