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Alan’s first marriage had ended in divorce as a result of his wife’s adultery. A couple of years later, he met Laura. Everything about her was perfect. She was beautiful, intelligent and funny. She was also recently divorced, and he couldn’t believe his luck when they hit it off. After a couple of blissful years together, they married.

And then one night while visiting some of Laura’s oldest friends, a throw-away comment threatened to unhinge his new marital bliss. The subtle hint to his wife’s hot past was something Alan couldn’t ignore. It played havoc on his overactive imagination, and he tried to follow the breadcrumbs. Eventually, he came out and asked his new wife what her friend had been alluding to, and Laura admitted that she and her first husband used to be swingers.

Alan was stunned but not devastated. 

Laura explained that the only reason she hadn’t told him was because she knew how hurt he’d been by his first wife’s infidelity. He pointed out that the two situations were completely different. His first wife had cheated. Laura hadn’t. Her first husband had not been deceived or lied to. He’d been complicit.

Alan soon realised that Laura’s hot past didn’t just intrigue him; it aroused him. He had countless questions and the more Laura revealed, the more he wanted to know. It was probably inevitable that they would get to the point where some of the answers he craved could only be found by them both revisiting her hot past...
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Alan carried the overnight bags to their car, then returned to the wide porch where his wife, Laura, was saying goodbye to their hosts.

“Lovely to see you both,” Laura said, giving Tony and Jen warm embraces. “You’ll have to come to us next time.”

Alan waited for his wife to step back before he shook Tony’s hand. “It was great to see you again,” he said. 

As Jen stepped forward, she seemed a little apprehensive. She slipped her arms around his waist and pulled him in for a friendly hug, then whispered, “I hope I didn’t put the cat among the pigeons.”

He pulled back, smiled and shook his head. “No, you didn’t.” 

It was a lie. Behind the façade of his calm face, a feral cat was ripping wings off terrified pigeons, leaving them flapping around on the ground amidst grey, blood-stained feathers.

Laura took his hand as they walked to their car. “Want me to drive?” she asked. “I stopped drinking and went to bed around midnight, but you stayed up for at least another hour.” She dug her elbow into his ribs. “And from the volume of your snores, which woke me up, I’d guess you managed to drink quite a bit of Tony’s brandy.”

“I’m sorry for waking you up, and if you don’t mind driving, it’s probably a good idea.”

She smiled and headed to the driver’s door. Once they were both in the car, Laura took her glasses from her handbag and put them on, adjusted the seat position and interior mirror, then started the engine. They gave their hosts a final wave, then Laura turned a wide circle on the gravel drive and pulled out through the open wrought-iron gates.

“It’s a lovely house, isn’t it?” she said, glancing at the other huge, detached houses on the quiet, tree-lined cul-de-sac.

“Yeah, it is.” Alan hadn’t been to Jen and Tony’s house before. “I’m guessing Tony earns a lot more than I do.”

She laughed and nodded. “Well, he’s a dentist and you’re a transport manager, but more importantly, he’s never been divorced.”

“That explains it.” Alan still bore the scars from his divorce six years ago, emotionally and financially. He got angry whenever he thought about it. Trish got to keep all the assets from their 20-year marriage: the house, its contents and the car. Alan was also required to pay child support until their youngest son left school.

Laura reached over and squeezed his hand. “Money’s not everything.”

He nodded. She was right, and he still considered himself fortunate to have been given another chance at happiness with his second marriage. But after last night’s conversation with Tony and Jen, he wondered if Laura was getting as much from her second marriage as she’d gotten from her first.

“How long have you known Tony and Jen?” he asked.

“I was at university with Jen.” 

“She did a chemistry degree?”

“Biology, but we shared quite a few classes.” She looked at him when they got held up by a red light. “She worked for a big pharma company before she had kids.”

“Oh, okay.” Alan was silent for a moment. “Where did she meet Tony?”

“I’m pretty sure he was friends with her brother. They’re both from the same town.” She glanced at him again. “Why all the questions?”

He shrugged, not wanting to go any deeper just yet. “It’s only the second time I’ve met them, so I guess I’m just learning about all your old friends.” He watched her expression, but she gave nothing away.

“Jen was really sweet to me when I found out I couldn’t have kids,” Laura said. “She said she felt guilty for having twins.”

Alan was silent. Although he loved his sons, he regretted how the first had been conceived. He and Trish were both nineteen and had been in a relationship for only a few months when she fell pregnant. He’d cursed his own stupidity but had been convinced they could make things work. They lived in a tiny house. Paul had arrived five months later, and they’d been poor but happy. Their second son, Jack, had been born five years later. At the time, Alan had been a van driver. He’d saved up and eventually paid for and passed all the required tests to get his heavy goods license. The money was better, but it meant him spending several nights per week away from home, and he was sure the strain of having two small children to look after on her own was what started his first wife’s disenchantment with married life.

“What are you thinking?” Laura asked, dragging him from his reverie.

“I’m thinking I don’t actually like brandy that much.”

She laughed. “Serves you right. We can stop for a coffee on the way home if you like.”

“Yeah, that’d be good.” Although he'd driven thousands of miles over the years, none of those trips had ever been done with a hangover.

Forty minutes later, Laura pulled off the motorway into the services. By then, Alan was desperate for a pee. While she headed into the cafeteria to get their drinks, he went to the loo. He found her sitting at a table by a window overlooking a small lake.

“Better now?” she asked, smiling.

He nodded, then picked up his cup and took a sip. He grimaced; the coffee was tepid and bitter. “Maybe we should have waited until we got home.”

“Now you tell me. She pointed at the two drinks and a cellophane-wrapped pack of three ginger biscuits. “These cost me over ten pounds.”

He imitated her placating tone from earlier. “Money’s not everything.”

She smiled and opened the biscuits, taking one and pushing the other two to his side of the table.

“How did Tony and Jen get on with your ex?” Alan had tried to make it sound like a casual question, but his wife’s eyes widened slightly, then narrowed. 

“With Martin?” She looked suspicious. “What d’you mean?” 

“I mean if you knew Jen at uni, then you knew her before you met the guy you married.” He tried to give an innocent shrug. “It can often happen that not everyone approves of the people their friends choose to marry.”

“Is this something you learned at the university of life?”

That was a phrase she often used when pointing out Alan didn’t attend higher education. He ignored it, picked up a biscuit and dipped it into his not-warm-enough coffee.

“They got on fine,” Laura finally said. “Martin and Tony both like cricket, and they went to watch a few Test matches together over the years.”

“Right.” Alan gave a smile. He’d met Laura’s first husband a few times and couldn’t really find any reason to dislike him. Martin had been friendly and respectful. Not at all the way he himself had behaved when he met Trish's new husband — the one she'd cheated with before leaving Alan.

“What’s brought on this sudden interest in how our friends got on with my first husband?” Laura asked, her voice softening.

Alan smiled and shook his head. Although there were hundreds of questions coursing through his brain, he knew that a motorway services cafeteria was not the place to ask them. “I’m just curious.” He tried for an assuring smile. “While it’s nice you described them as our friends, we both know they’re actually your friends. If we split up tomorrow, I doubt I’d see either of them again, whereas you and your third husband would continue to socialise with them.”

Laura laughed out loud, then shook her head. “One, we’re not going to split up tomorrow. And two, I most certainly will not have a third husband.” She reached over and squeezed his hand. “I never gave a thought to how meeting up with friends who knew my first husband might make you feel like an outsider. I’m really sorry for leaving the three of you up talking last night, but I was just so tired.”

Alan immediately regretted bringing up the subject now. He gave her hand a return squeeze, then shook his head. “I’m the one who should be sorry. It’s not your fault I’m insecure.” 

While his own marriage had broken down after his wife’s infidelity, Laura always described the breakdown of her first marriage as a case of differing life perspectives as they’d grown older. She was a high school teacher and already Head of the Science Department. Martin had worked in IT. When he hit forty, he’d become fixated with a desire to travel. His grand plan was to give up their jobs, rent out their house and go see the world.

Laura didn’t possess the same restless spirit. She had an ageing mother she couldn’t abandon, and she’d finally attained a position at work that she’d coveted for years. Financially, they were in a good position; they’d paid off their mortgage, and both were earning good money. Since there were no children involved, their separation had been relatively straightforward and completely amicable. They’d sold the house and split the proceeds. Laura bought a smaller house and furnished it with the items she’d wanted to keep from the marital home. Martin sold all the remaining items and put that money towards his travel fund. They were still in contact, and he sent her emails every few months. Alan knew that since their divorce three years earlier, his wife’s first husband had visited China, Japan, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand and Malaysia. For the past few months he’d been in Australia, and he was planning on going to New Zealand next.

“Are you going to drink that?” Laura asked.

He blinked at his wife, then looked down at his half-full cup. “No, it was too cold when it was fresh. God knows what it’s like now.”

She gave him a puzzled look, then stood up and headed towards the exit.

He caught up with her before she reached the door, and they walked back to their car together. “Want me to drive the rest of the way?” he offered.

She shook her head, putting her glasses back on. “If anything happened and you lost your license, you’d be buggered.”

He saw her point and headed back to the passenger side. Although he was no longer a driver, as transport manager he often needed to fill in if any of his drivers were ill, or if there was a problem with any of the lorries and he had to take a new tractor unit to collect a trailer.

Alan listened to music on his earbuds as they drove the final eighty-odd miles. When they got home, they took their overnight bags upstairs.

“What do you want to do with the rest of the day?” Laura asked. She glanced at her watch, then pointed at her fitted blouse and smart trousers. “If you want to go out for lunch, I’ll stay like this.”

He frowned. “I’m not hungry. Did you see the size of the breakfast Jen cooked me?”

“Okay, I’ll change.”

He watched in silence as she unbuttoned her blouse to reveal a white lace bra and her flat stomach. When she took off her trousers and walked across the bedroom to hang them in her wardrobe, he ogled her bum and legs. She often referred to herself as not curvy enough, but Alan had loved her body since their first meeting. At 43 she was two years younger than him, but she had aged much better. His hair was already greying at the temples.

“What is it?” she asked.

He realised he’d been staring at her body, and from her expectant expression, she may have asked something he didn’t hear. “Sorry, what?”

“Something’s going on with you. You’ve been acting weird all morning, but if you won’t talk to me I can’t help you.”

He smiled and shook his head. “Sorry, it’s nothing.” It was a lie, and he didn’t like lying to her. “I shouldn’t have drunk so much of Tony’s brandy.”

Her expression told him she didn’t believe him. She walked to her dresser and took out a pair of black leggings, which she put on. Then she pulled on the green sweatshirt which he liked because it matched the colour of her eyes. As she finger-combed her long, naturally curly brown hair, she asked, “Do you want another coffee?”

“Yes please. I’ll get changed and be down in a minute.”

After his wife had left, Alan dropped onto the bed and rested his head in his hands. He was determined not to make a big deal out of what he’d learned last night. He was happier with Laura than he’d ever been with Trish, and he knew that whatever she got up to before they’d met was none of his business.

With a heavy sigh, he untied his laces and kicked off his shoes. Then he stripped to his boxers, pulled on a t-shirt and joggers, and headed downstairs.
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Laura was standing at the sink washing out the milk steamer when her husband walked into the kitchen and hugged her from behind. He’d been unusually quiet all day, and she now regretted having left him alone with Jen and Tony when they were all a little drunk.

She spun in his arms and ran her wet hands up his back, making him pull away and squirm. “Sorry,” she said, grinning.

“Hmm.” He tugged his t-shirt from side to side, drying his back with the cotton. “You don’t look sorry.”

“You’d better drink your latte while it’s hot, because you moaned like a little bitch that the one I bought you earlier was cold.”

He picked up one of the two steaming mugs from the counter and took a sip. “This one is perfect.”

Laura grabbed her own mug, and they went through to their living room and sat down. She could feel his eyes on her, and she knew he was building up to something. They sipped their coffee in silence for several minutes.

“How old are Jen and Tony’s kids?” he eventually asked.

“The twins are in high school. They must be about fourteen by now, and Bianca, their youngest, will be going to high school next year, so she’ll be ten or eleven now.”

He nodded.

His expression remained pensive, and she knew that wasn’t the question he’d wanted to ask. She couldn’t stand it any longer. “Alan, just ask me.”

He looked up like a rabbit caught in headlights. “What?”

She gave a weak smile. “It’s obvious there’s something on your mind, and given where we spent last night, I’m pretty sure I know what that something is.”

Alan frowned, then shrugged. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not really any of my business, but—”

“You’re my husband, so of course it’s your business.”

“Being your husband now doesn’t mean I have the right to—”

“Yes it does.”

He gave a resigned sigh. “So why did I have to hear about it from people I hardly know?”

“Because I...” Laura chewed her lip, then let out a sigh of her own. “I always intended telling you, but I was waiting for the right time.”

“We’ve been together for almost two years and married for ten months. Surely during that time there were opportunities for you to mention that—”

“I worried how you’d react, okay?” She hadn’t meant to raise her voice. “I worried that you might not understand,” she said more quietly.

Alan looked lost for words.

“I know your first wife cheated on you,” she explained. “Even though it was years before we met, I can see how much it still hurts you. That’s one of the reasons why I haven’t told you about what sort of things I used to get up to during my first marriage.”

“But you can tell me now.”

She looked down at the floor for a moment, then back into his eyes. “You’re right, and I’m sorry you had to wait until somebody else mentioned it.”

He stared at her. When she didn’t speak, he nodded. “So tell me now.”

“When I was married to my Martin, we participated in what’s commonly referred to as swinging.”

“Swinging.”

She nodded. “We’d meet up with other couples and swap partners for sex.”

“Did you sleep with Tony?”

That wasn’t a question she’d been expecting. “Sorry?”

“I thought it was a pretty straightforward question. Since it was Jen who told me about—”

“Just because they knew about it doesn’t mean they were actively involved.”

Alan seemed to consider this, then shrugged and nodded. “Yeah, I can see that. But I’d still like you to answer my question.”

Laura chewed her lip, then decided it’d be better not to lie. “Yes, I slept with Tony.”

“How many times?”

“God, I don’t...” She shook her head, then made what was only a guess. “Probably four or five.”

“And did Martin sleep with Jen the same number of times?”

She shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.”

“Are you saying you went to see them on your own sometimes?”

“What? No.” She stared into his face, which looked curious rather than disappointed. “More often than not, there were several couples there. So me being with Tony doesn’t automatically mean that Martin was with Jen.”

Alan leaned forward in his chair. “How many couples?”

“It varied.” She was trying to be vague, but he didn’t look like he was going to accept that sort of answer.

“Can you give me some sort of range?”

Laura sighed. “Usually four or five, but sometimes as many as nine or ten.”

“Ten couples?”

She nodded.

He seemed to think about this for a while, and she dreaded to think what sorts of images must have been going through his mind at that moment.

Laura decided to change the subject. “I have some marking to do later, and I’ll also have to go shopping to get something for our dinner.”

Alan snapped out of his contemplation and nodded. “I can go shopping while you mark the homework, if you like.”

“You wouldn’t mind?”

“No.” He smiled and stood up. “What do you want for dinner?”

“Something light. Maybe just a few of those Chinese nibbles they sell.”

“Okay. Need anything else while I’m there?”

“No, I don’t think so.” She got up and stepped close, slipping her arms around his waist. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just...” He looked at the ceiling and let out a long breath, then looked down into her eyes. “It’s quite a lot to take in.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shook his head. “You’ve nothing to be sorry about. I just wish I’d heard it from you first.”

“I know, and you’re right. I should have told you, probably before we got married. I was scared you’d see me in the same light as you see Trish, and I couldn’t stand the thought—”

“Trish slept with numerous men while we were married.”

“Really?” This was a surprise. Laura knew Alan’s first wife had cheated on him with the man she later married.

“When I told her I was naming Ray in my divorce application, she gave me several other men’s names to add to his.”
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