

Cleaning Her Pipes 


More than a Remodel 



Part of Blacked Wives  Series 

Peaches Dean 

Like this? Please leave a review or rating! 

Other Works You May Like 

Copyright © 2025 Peaches Dean 

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written consent of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


Chapter 1: June's Dream

I had always considered our bathroom a masterclass in domestic disappointment, but lately it seemed to have ambitions for the Hall of Fame. The tiles—once a shade of what the box optimistically called “Arctic Snow”—were now a sort of sickly off-white, the color of the teeth of an old prospector in the movies.. I squatted to inspect the longest fissure, a lightning bolt racing under the rim of the tub, and pressed the tip of my index finger along the sharp edge. The tile wobbled, shifting like a loose tooth in a child’s mouth.

“Disgusting,” I said, mostly for my benefit. The drip from the faucet answered back with its regular, pitiless rhythm. That drip h ad been slowly adding a light brown streak to the sink that had been slowly growing. I expected the sink to be entirely brown inside of a year.

I straightened, brushing imaginary dust from my sweatpants, and surveyed my work: magazines fanned in a perfect spiral on the toilet lid, paint chips taped in militant little rows along the mirror, two oversized sketchbooks splayed open on the bathmat, flanking my best renderings like attentive Labradors. You’d think I was planning an invasion, not a bathroom remodel.

I inhaled through my nose, then instantly regretted it. It was the kind of musty air that clung to skin and hair, something primordial. Despite all the assaults with bleach and scrubbing pads, the bathroom still reeked of old soap and unknown cleansers. The overhead light, a compact fluorescent, flickered whenever I moved too fast, as if warning me not to get any ideas.

I peeled a pink paint swatch from the mirror and held it up to the wall. “Sunset Petal,” I read aloud, tilting my head. “You would look so much better if you weren’t fighting with… whatever this is.” I gestured at the dingy blue wallpaper, whose faded sailboats now resembled a plague of tiny, doomed jellyfish. I wondered how long it took a wallpaper pattern to become an eyesore. One year? Three? Or was it immediate, like love at first sight but in reverse?

I let the swatch drop and picked up one of my sketches, running my finger along the pencil lines that shaped a floating double vanity—quartz countertop, under-mount sinks, gold hardware like jewelry. The dream version of this room was so crisp, so possible. In the sketch, even the light was better, pouring in through a frosted window I’d added on a whim, replacing the porthole currently jammed above the toilet.

A small, traitorous thrill ran through me as I imagined standing here, barefoot on a heated floor, steam curling around my ankles as I admired the gleaming new space. I’d wear a linen robe and tie my hair up in one of those towel turbans you only see in spa commercials. It’d be like living in an Instagram story, the flattering filter permanent for once.

The dripping faucet pulled me back. One day, I promised it, you’ll be an artifact in the Museum of Horrible Renovation Delays. I checked the sketch again, flipping to a page with detailed pricing in my cramped, looping script. Fixtures circled in red, flooring samples taped next to their item numbers, a total estimate tallied three times just in case math had changed since I left college. Maybe I’d overdone it—Jim always said I had a knack for “going a mile past the finish line,” usually when I was just trying to win a simple disagreement—but it was easier to obsess over grout widths than acknowledge the growing pit of doubt in my stomach.

I set the sketch aside and glanced at my phone, propped against a bottle of eucalyptus bubble bath on the counter, a faint attempt to hide the ugly bathroom pig with lipstick. The screen glowed with a reminder: “Practice pitch to Jim.” As if I could forget.

I cleared my throat and squared my shoulders, adopting what I hoped was a confident tone. “Jim, I know we’ve talked about updating the bathroom for a while, and I’ve done a lot of research—” No. Too tentative. I tried again, more assertive. “Jim, the bathroom’s falling apart. We have to do something. If we wait, it’s just going to get worse, and then it’ll be even more expensive.” I paused, imagining his face: the slow blink, the calculating tilt of his head as he weighed “need” against “want.” I’d seen that look enough to know its entire life cycle.

“Maybe,” I said, lowering my voice to mimic his steady drone, “but do we really need to go top-of-the-line? Maybe it’s not the time for a remodel.” I grimaced, annoyed by how good my impression was. I could already picture his pressed lips, the way he’d stack our bills on the kitchen table to remind me what adulthood meant.

A flush of irritation crept up my neck. I wasn’t a child. I ran this house as efficiently as any boardroom, and if the stock price of our happiness was dropping, it was because of things like this—leaking fixtures, chipped tiles, years of benign neglect disguised as frugality. I didn’t want to just float through life, keeping my nose above the waterline. I wanted at least to swim a little.

I sat down hard on the edge of the tub, which made a protesting creak. I’d have to mention that in the “structural integrity” portion of my pitch. I folded my hands in my lap and tried again.

“Jim, I know money is tight. But if we do some of the work ourselves—just demo and paint, nothing dangerous—we can save thousands. I’ve already got the quotes and compared every option.” I tapped the sketchbook for emphasis, as if he could hear it through the wall.

“And anyway,” I added, softer, “I just want something nice. For both of us.”

That was the real crux, wasn’t it? Not just function, but beauty. A little luxury, even if it was only three hundred square feet at the back of the house.

The drip seemed to slow, as if even the faucet felt sorry for me.

I closed my eyes, letting the ambient sounds filter in: the hum of the HVAC, the distant rumble of a garbage truck, the neighbor’s dog launching into his daily tirade. I imagined the finished bathroom again—muted gold and foggy whites, towels the color of cream, all the ugly memories ripped up and carted away like construction debris.

“Jim, it’s not just about the bathroom,” I rehearsed, standing up to face the battered mirror. “It’s about feeling like we’re moving forward. Like this house could be something special, instead of a holding cell for all our ‘maybe laters’.” I ran my hand through my hair, letting it fall messily around my shoulders, and tried out a smile. It felt forced, but maybe that was okay. The best performances always started awkward.

I looked around at the spread of plans, the paint chips with their ridiculous names, the hope I’d marshaled into this sad little rectangle of tile and plaster. I had never been the type to give up, not even when it would have made more sense. Maybe that was a flaw, or maybe it was the only thing keeping me from sinking into the same rut as everything else in this house.

I gathered my sketches and stacked them in order, careful not to smudge the most recent rendering. The future, in pencil and Sharpie, looked so much better than the present. And if I had to pitch it a hundred times, I would.

Tomorrow, I’d make my case. Tonight, I’d settle for victory in the land of fantasy and blue painter’s tape.

The faucet drip ticked once, then twice, as if keeping score.

Our kitchen was a study in organized blandness, the sort of space that looked better in real estate photos than in actual life. The walls were a safe, insipid beige, the metal cabinets strictly functional, the only “art” a generic print of a field somewhere that neither of us could remember buying. But I’d made the table look good: centerpiece cleared, dishes stacked, and a crisp white runner rolled out to display my arsenal. Sketches, paint samples, a spreadsheet of costs—my argument, arranged like a closing statement for a very low-stakes trial.

Jim came in at six-fifteen, right on schedule, trailing the scent of whatever corporate aftershave the finance world was pushing this quarter. He wore his usual pressed khakis and a soft green polo, both suspiciously free of wrinkles or stray threads. He set his phone next to the placemat, a subtle reminder that he was always only half-here.

“Hey, honey,” he said, scanning the table. “Big art project tonight?”

“It’s not art,” I replied, injecting a little warmth. “It’s a proposal.”

He pulled out his chair, sat, and immediately began tapping at his phone with one hand while the other tugged bills from the counter. He fanned them into tidy rows, squinting at each due date as if expecting them to suddenly shift under his scrutiny.

“I’m listening,” he said, without looking up.

I took a breath. “So, I know we’ve talked about the bathroom before, but it’s getting worse, Jim. The tiles are cracked, the fixtures leak, and the light situation is—honestly—depressing.”

He grunted, still staring at the phone.

I pressed on, voice bright and quick: “But I have a plan. Three, actually. The first is a basic fix—new tile, fresh paint, maybe swap out the vanity. Second is midrange, with upgraded fixtures and heated floors.” I smiled, hoping to draw him in. “You always say you hate cold tile in the morning.”

He looked up at that, but only to flick his gaze to the stack of papers, then back to the phone.

“And the third?” he asked, tone even, unreadable.

“The third is the dream version. Gutted, totally redone. I know it’s a long shot, but I priced it out and found some crazy deals on fixtures. If we do the demo ourselves, it’s not as bad as you’d think.” I slid the spreadsheet across the table, the cells color-coded for emphasis.

Jim pinched the bridge of his nose, then shifted his attention to the spreadsheet. He tapped a cell, eyes scanning columns.

“This is… a lot,” he said.

I couldn’t tell if that was good or bad, so I rushed to fill the gap. “I estimated the labor, based upon project averages. In our area, I think I can work that down a little.”

He pushed the spreadsheet aside with one finger, as if it might bite. “June, we don’t have money for frivolous projects like this right now.”

My jaw tensed. “It’s not frivolous if things are falling apart.”

He shook his head, smiling just barely. “The bathroom works. The toilet flushes, the shower runs, the sink drains. We don’t need to tear everything up because the grout’s not Instagram-perfect.”

I felt my cheeks flush. “You haven’t seen the mold under the sink. Or the way the tile pops every time you step out of the shower.”

He made a noncommittal noise and shuffled the bills into a precise little tower. “June, this is a nice dream, but it’s not happening. Not right now.”

“But—” I started, but he cut me off.

“I mean it,” he said, voice soft but steely. “Let’s be realistic. We’ve got the mortgage, your mom’s meds, and the car’s going to need new tires before winter. I don’t want to take on debt for something we don’t actually need.”

I stared at the pile of sketches, suddenly childish and silly. The sunset-pink paint chip fluttered down from the stack and landed upside down, the color name hidden. It seemed like a metaphor for the entire conversation.

I tried a softer tack. “It would make the house more valuable. Better resale, less maintenance down the line—”

He rolled his eyes, just a little. “You say that every time you want to buy something big. But we’re not moving anytime soon, and if the house needs fixing, we’ll do it when we can actually afford it.” He checked his phone, thumb darting back and forth across the screen.

I watched the gap open between us, like a crack in the tile that kept growing no matter how much you pretended it wasn’t there.

“So, that’s it?” I said, quieter.

“That’s it,” he said, stacking the bills with one final tap.

He stood, pushing in his chair so gently it barely made a sound. “Sorry, June. I just don’t see the point.” He snatched up his phone and left the kitchen, steps fading down the hallway toward the living room and its promise of mindless TV.

I stayed where I was, surrounded by paper and hope and the slow, cold realization that he’d never really even looked at my sketches.

The kitchen light buzzed, flickered once, and settled into a dull, unwavering glow. The room blurred as I felt the tears forming.

***

Most nights after Jim went to bed, I had the house to myself, the only company the hum of the refrigerator and the blue glow of my laptop screen. I’d always thought I was more of a morning person, but desperation was a powerful stimulant, and after a few weeks of rejection and resentment, even midnight felt like prime time if it meant getting ahead.

I started small. First, I made a profile on one of those gig economy platforms, the kind with cheery stock photos of diverse people high-fiving over laptops. I didn’t list my full name or photo—just “JEBarker,” which sounded brisk and a little intimidating, like a paralegal you wouldn’t want to cross. My first gig was proofreading resumes for a guy who spelled “professional” three different ways, all wrong. He paid in Venmo and emojis, which seemed fair for the twenty-minute job.

After that, the hustle snowballed. I applied to online tutoring companies, filled out applications for remote admin gigs, even answered an ad for assembling wedding favors in my “spare time.” Turns out, I was good at the tiny stuff—the fiddly, repetitive work that made other people lose their minds. I set up a makeshift desk in the guest room, which Jim called “The Craft Dungeon,” and organized my supplies in old shoe boxes labeled with sticky notes. It was a sad little empire, but it was mine.

Every night, I added to my logbook: date, client, hours worked, amount earned. It was as satisfying as checking off a to-do list, except the to-dos multiplied the more I crossed off.

Jim noticed, but only in the abstract. “Still playing with your little job?” he’d say on the way to brush his teeth. Or, “Don’t forget the real housework that needs doing,” which always made me want to throw the laundry at his head.

Sometimes, when he left early for work, I’d reward myself by making a second cup of coffee and letting the silence stretch as far as it could go. I liked the way the house felt different when it was only mine—like it was holding its breath, waiting to see what I’d do next.

Whenever I used the bathroom, I’d tell the various fixtures that I was still working on their retirement, and assure them they’d love the relaxing days at “City Dump Retirement Home.” The long boring days of cracking and dripping would be behind them. I actually felt a little sorry for them, being rejected for newer shinier models. I wondered if that’s how first wives felt when their husband dumped them for the bimbo secretary. Only our new bathroom would be Cindy Crawford, a supermodel among bathrooms. My bathroom, dammit, it would be MY bathroom. My dream, my sweat, my bathroom.

One night, around one a.m., I realized I’d been at it for three months. I opened my savings jar—a repurposed pickle jar labeled “Vacation Fund” in thick black Sharpie, because who would ever suspect I’d hoard money for a bathroom under that name? I counted out the cash, rolling each bill between my fingers. It wasn’t a fortune, but it was enough for materials and maybe even a cheap contractor if I played my cards right.

I sat back, phone in one hand, catalog in the other, scrolling through pages of faucets and sinks and radiant heat systems. I traced the picture of my dream vanity, just to feel the outline of it, and smiled into the pale blue of the screen.

It wasn’t the bathroom yet. But it was a start.

Chapter 2: An Unexpected Offer

By the time Martin Graham’s number blinked onto my phone, I’d been through every plumbing forum and DIY blog the internet could serve up, all of them loaded with advice I knew I wouldn’t use. “If you’re not comfortable working with a blowtorch, call a professional,” said one. “Never trust a contractor who wears cologne,” said another. I had assembled my own gospel: facts, figures, a color-coded spreadsheet titled “Bathroom Dream Sheet,” and a short list of tradesmen with above-average Yelp scores and, according to the headshots, an aversion to smiling.

I took the call in the kitchen, which was ground zero for my latest tactical assault. The table had become an altar to home improvement: stacks of design magazines, fanned and flagged with sticky notes; several paint swatches arrayed in a spectrum that looked like a chemical peacock; and a mug of coffee so strong it vibrated slightly when I set it down. My laptop, open to the “Materials & Fixtures” tab, kept a running tally of my modest fortune—about what it cost to resurface a single wall in imported tile, if you didn’t factor in labor.

“June Barker,” I answered, careful to sound more business than housewife.

“Ms. Barker, this is Martin Graham. We’re on for eleven?” His voice was all clipped consonants and no warmth.

“Yes. And, um—thank you for calling back. I appreciate it.”

“Not a problem. I’ll bring my estimator’s kit and be in and out. Don’t worry.” He hung up before he could explain what “estimator’s kit” meant to me, which was probably a stack of forms I wouldn’t understand that calculated out to a number I couldn’t afford..

I set the phone down, staring at the cracked bowl of fruit I’d arranged as a centerpiece. It seemed symbolic, though of what, I wasn’t sure. Maybe the cracks that symbolized our house, and the apples, the temporary pieces of joy that I used to hide the cracks..

I spent the rest of the morning prepping the house like an anxious host. I vacuumed the entryway, rearranged the shoes at the door so they looked less desperate, and wiped fingerprints from every visible surface. The bathroom, of course, took the most work—scrubbing, rearranging, hiding the embarrassing shampoos that advertised “volumizing” or “frizz correction” in defeatist fonts. I laid out my sketches and printouts on the hallway table, imagining a scenario where Martin would glance down, be impressed, and treat me as an equal rather than a target market.

At 10:55, I checked my hair (acceptable), my teeth (unacceptable; floss, repeat), and the living room for errant dog hair, though we didn’t own a dog. I paced the hallway until the doorbell rang, sharp and twice in a row, like a Morse code warning.

Martin Graham was exactly as pictured: pressed blue shirt, logo stitched above the pocket; khaki work pants that telegraphed “hands-on but also in charge”; hair clipped short enough to pass a health inspection. He carried a battered leather clipboard and a rolling tool case, which he parked just inside the threshold like a well-behaved child.

“Ms. Barker,” he said, extending a hand but already glancing past me at the floor plan.

“June. Please—come in.” I ushered him down the hallway, feeling the weight of every detail I’d tried to perfect.

He didn’t comment on the artfully curated sketches or the arrangement of magazines. Instead, he marched directly to the bathroom, paused at the threshold, and sucked air through his teeth in the universal sign of contractor judgment.

“Show me where the problem starts,” he said, already flicking on the overhead light.

I stepped around him, pointing at the tub and the web of cracks below the faucet. “It’s mostly this wall. The tile’s loose, and I’m worried about water damage under the lip here—”

He kneeled, tapped a knuckle against the tile, and watched the vibration ripple down the seam. “Original install?”

“Seventies, I think? The grout’s been patched over a few times, but—”

He cut me off with a lifted palm, not unkind but final. “No support behind this. You can tell by the echo. You’ll need full demolition on this wall at least.” He scribbled something on his clipboard, then stood and snapped a photo with his phone after he measured the room dimensions.

I tried again. “I have a few ideas for the new layout—maybe a floating vanity, and I really want to upgrade the lighting, and if it’s not too crazy, add radiant heat under the tile—”

He was already examining the ceiling. “Is this light on a shared circuit?” he asked, turning to me for the first time.

“Um… yes? It’s with the fan and the outlet.” I wilted a little under his stare, as if I’d admitted to a crime.

He nodded once, jotting more notes. “That’ll have to be rewired. Building code’s changed since this was put in. Did you get permits for the last reno?”

“We never did a real reno,” I said, feeling defensive. “Just some touch-ups.”

Martin made a noncommittal grunt, then opened the vanity cabinet and shined a flashlight up the back, inspecting the pipes with an air of patient disappointment. “They used the cheapest PVC they could find. Not illegal, just lazy. Are you planning on keeping the tub or going walk-in?”

I opened my sketchbook, flipping to the page with my best rendering—a deep soaker, streamlined but classic. “I thought maybe a standalone tub, like this? I priced a few models that would fit—”

“Show me the supply lines,” he said, and I snapped the book shut, leading him to the basement where the exposed pipes mapped the underside of our upstairs disaster.

He moved through the house with the precision of someone cataloguing a crime scene. Every observation was delivered in the same neutral tone: “Subfloor’s not up to code.” “You’ll need a new shutoff.” “This isn’t grounded.” At one point, he pulled a tape measure from his belt and extended it along the wall, brushing past me with the detached efficiency of a lab technician.

Back upstairs, he surveyed the room a final time, then turned to me. “I’ll email you an estimate within forty-eight hours. Is this your primary bathroom?”

“It’s the only one worth salvaging,” I said, with a laugh that sounded brittle even to me.

He didn’t join in. “You’ll need to clear everything out before demo starts. The dust will be bad.” He tucked the clipboard under his arm and rolled his case to the door. “Questions?”

I had a thousand, but none that seemed likely to change the numbers I’d see in his email. “No, that’s… I think that’s it.”

“Good. You’ve got my card.” He let himself out with a nod, leaving the faintest trace of aftershave and a wake of unsettling calm.

I lingered in the bathroom, suddenly aware of how homely and cold it felt. I sat on the closed lid of the toilet, let out a breath I’d apparently been holding for the entire visit, and stared at the crack in the tile. With my finger, I traced the fracture line, mapping its jagged course to the baseboard, and wondered how many other invisible faults were waiting for the right pressure to split them wide open.

The bathroom was quiet. The faucet, for once, didn’t even drip.

I stayed there until the light flickered, warning me not to get any ideas.

I felt tears, choked out, “It might be a little longer until retirement, guys.”

***

The next morning, I checked my email compulsively, hitting refresh every few minutes as if the numbers might soften if I caught them early enough. They didn’t. Martin’s estimate arrived at 8:03, a PDF attachment with a neat grid of tasks and prices, each row a slow-motion gut punch. By the time I hit the subtotal, I had mentally deleted three of my own “must-haves” and convinced myself that radiant heat was for cowards. Jim breezed through the kitchen as I read, glanced at my expression, and smirked. “Sticker shock?” he asked, mouth half-full of toothpaste.

“Just math,” I said, turning the laptop so he couldn’t see the highlighted “DIY Discount” column, which was more an insult than savings.

I spent the day replaying my conversation with Martin, wondering if I’d missed some secret handshake that would have bought me more sympathy, or at least a little slack in the labor cost. I made a chart comparing the “Graham Plan” to my original dream sheet, then cross-referenced it with every YouTube tutorial that promised “easy” demolition. By noon, I’d spiraled so deep into second-guessing that I actually envied people who just let their houses rot and called it “vintage.”

Samuel Johnson was supposed to arrive at 2:00. At 2:07, I checked the driveway; at 2:18, I texted “Just making sure we’re still on?” and got no response. I took a nervous lap around the house, straightening everything I’d already straightened, then stood in the front hall rehearsing what I’d say if he was a total jerk, or worse, another Martin.

He showed up at 2:22—tall, broad, with a maroon work shirt tucked into navy pants and a toolbox that looked like it weighed as much as I did. He didn’t knock, just rang the bell and stood with his phone in one hand, tapping at the screen until I opened the door.

“Samuel Johnson,” he said, not looking up. “Sorry I’m late, GPS had a stroke.”

“No problem,” I lied, and ushered him in.

He scanned the space with a contractor’s radar, eyes flicking to corners, baseboards, doorjambs. “Bathroom?”

“Back of the hall, first left.” I followed, watching the way his boots left faint dust prints on the tile.

Inside the bathroom, he took a long look, then set his toolbox on the floor and leaned over the tub. “Old install,” he muttered. “Lead pipes?”

“Copper, I think? I’m not sure,” I admitted.

He reached under the vanity, yanked open the cabinet, and ran his finger along the back wall. “Might be mold behind here. Smell that?” He glanced up at me for the first time.

“I… I tried to keep it clean—”

He cut me off with a short laugh. “Not your fault. This whole era was garbage. They didn’t seal anything. That’s why you get the smell.”

I waited for him to ask what I wanted to do with the space, but he just pointed at the ceiling fan. “You replacing that, or keeping?”

“Um, I was thinking of a new one, maybe recessed? With better lighting? I have some sketches—”

He was already pulling the cover off the vent. “You’ll need to re-route this. Code’s changed since then. That’ll cost extra.”

I opened my sketchbook anyway, flipping to the page with the proposed layout. “I really wanted to make this a kind of spa retreat—double sinks, a deep tub, some built-in shelves for linens. Nothing fancy, just functional but nice.” I turned the drawing toward him, hopeful.

He gave it a passing glance and shrugged. “That’s a lot of demo for not much gain. You sure you want to tear out all this tile? You know how much a haul-away run costs?”

I felt myself shrinking, but tried to hold ground. “Well, I’m hoping to do the demo myself. Just the tile and fixtures, not the plumbing—”

He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You ever done demolition before?”

“No, but I’m pretty handy,” I said, with a conviction that evaporated as soon as I heard it out loud.

He snorted. “Lady, it’s not like HGTV. You think you want to swing a sledgehammer until you’re breathing dust for a week and your arms go dead.” He tapped the edge of the mirror, which shuddered slightly. “This is glued straight to drywall. If you try to pull it, you’ll take the wall with it. Better to just leave it and save your cash.”

I nodded, stung, and flipped my sketchbook closed. “Okay. Good to know.”

He scribbled notes onto a paper form—actual carbon copy, like it was 1995—and held it out for me to sign. “I’ll get you a quote. But heads up, the labor’s gonna be most of it. Materials are dirt cheap compared to the work.”

I took the form, trying to read his writing. “Is there a rough timeline?”

He checked his phone, then his watch. “Look, I’ve got other calls today, but if you sign and put down the deposit by Friday, we can start next month. If not, you’re looking at spring.” He pocketed his pen and re-capped the toolbox in a single motion.

I wanted to ask more—about warranties, about what “extra” really meant—but he was already at the door, calling out over his shoulder: “Good luck with your project, Ms. Barker.” He didn’t wait for a reply.

The door shut, and I was alone again, staring down at the paper, the numbers already blurring together. I wandered into the bathroom, leaned against the sink, and stared at my reflection in the spotted mirror. My face looked pale, older than I remembered. In the silence, I heard Jim’s voice in my head: “You’ll never get it done.” I closed my eyes, letting the memory echo, and tried to picture the bathroom finished and gleaming, but the image refused to come.

I drifted to the kitchen, where the “Vacation Fund” jar sat on the counter, half-filled with crumpled twenties. I turned it in my hands, watching the light catch on the word “Vacation” as if taunting me. It suddenly seemed like an impossible sum, a joke I’d told myself for too long. I set the jar down and picked up my sketchbook, flipping through the pages with a hollow sense of loss.

Maybe Jim was right. Maybe the house was always going to be “good enough.”

But when I reached the last page—a colored pencil rendering of the bathroom, light streaming in through an imaginary frosted window—I felt something flare up again, a last ember of hope or maybe just spite.

I left the book open on the table, right under the harshest light, and told myself I’d wait for the last estimate before deciding.

I owed myself that much. At least I didn’t cry this time.

***

It rained the day Hank Jefferson was scheduled to visit, the sky a lid of mottled gray and the gutters hissing all morning. I nearly called to reschedule, but something in his voice on the phone—steady, unhurried, even a little amused—made me hold the appointment. When his truck rolled up, it came with a slow crunch of wet gravel and a pair of windshield wipers that didn’t quite keep pace with the drizzle. I watched from the window as he parked, careful to avoid the mailbox and the small, sad patch of landscaping I’d tried and failed to revive every spring.

He rang the bell at exactly eleven, then stepped back and looked up at the eaves as if inspecting the house itself for leaks. I opened the door and found him already smiling, rainwater beaded on his jacket and a battered leather folder tucked under one arm.

“Good morning, ma’am,” he said, brushing water out of his close cut afro, half silver. “Bit damp out. Hope I’m not tracking in a swamp.” He reminded me of a character from central casting, friendly smile, dark skin mottled with little darker splotches, bright white teeth splitting his face, thick lips cracked with age.

“Not at all. Come in, please,” I said, stepping aside. He wiped his boots with unforced care, then glanced around the entryway with open curiosity—not the calculating scan of the other plumbers, but an actual interest in the photos on the wall, the way the runner was slightly off-center, the smell of cinnamon from a candle I’d lit to fake coziness.

“Cozy place,” he said. “You decorate yourself?”

I nodded, a little embarrassed. “Mostly. I try.”

He grinned. “You do more than try. Most of my clients have whatever was here when they moved in. Or whatever their kids left on the walls.” He shrugged out of his jacket, revealing a checked flannel shirt that matched his eyes—deep brown, quick to crinkle at the edges when he smiled. “So, show me the patient?”

He followed me down the hall to the bathroom, pausing only to note a cracked photo frame (“I can fix that, if you want. Just needs a dab of wood glue.”) Once in the bathroom, he gave a low whistle, not mocking but admiring.

“This is original, huh? That’s some wild tile.” He touched the wall gently, as if not wanting to offend it.

I laughed. “The seventies called. They want their bathroom back.”

He grinned, then crouched to examine the base of the tub. “She’s seen better days, but nothing we can’t handle. What’s your vision?”

It startled me—the question, the fact that he asked at all. I hesitated, then launched into the speech I’d rehearsed for Martin and Samuel, about the floating vanity and the soaker tub, the radiant heat and the window I’d sketched in for the light. I gestured with my hands, describing the layout, and he nodded along, making notes but never once glancing at his watch or phone.

When I showed him the sketchbook, he turned the pages slowly, smiling at my renderings. “You’ve got an eye,” he said, tapping the drawing of the vanity. “Most folks don’t know what they want till it’s in, and then they say ‘I wish I’d done this or that.’ But you know exactly what you want.”

I blushed. “Well, I’ve had a lot of time to think about it.”

He laughed, a deep, easy sound. “That’s how you get the good ideas.” He squinted at a measurement, then turned to me. “Do you mind if I take off my boots? Easier to get a feel for the subfloor.”

I shook my head, and he popped them off, padding around in thick wool socks as he knocked on the tiles, opened the access panel, and ran his fingers along the grout lines.

He explained everything as he worked—what was salvageable, what was “wishful thinking,” and where the old builders had cut corners. Unlike the others, he didn’t make me feel stupid for not knowing the lingo; he just translated as he went, like a friendly tour guide in a foreign country.

“See here?” he pointed at a line of blue under the sink. “That’s a water stain, but it’s old. If you keep it dry, you don’t have to rip out the entire wall.”

I exhaled in relief. “Martin said it was a lost cause.”

He smiled. “Some folks just like to sell you a full job.” He cocked his head. “You want the honest version, or the premium treatment?”

“Just honest, please,” I said, and meant it.

He closed the access panel and straightened up. “Alright. The tub’s the big one. You want a standalone? We’ll have to open this wall a bit to get it through, but it’s doable. You’re set on the heated floors?”

“If possible,” I said, then caught myself. “But I can live without it. It’s… a splurge.”

He grinned. “Sometimes you need a splurge. Keeps you warm in the morning, and it makes the tile last longer. I’ll price it both ways, you decide what feels right.”

He made me feel like the project was possible, even if it would take some sacrifice. For the first time, I could almost see it finished—not perfect, maybe, but alive.

“I priced all the materials, fixtures too. I don’t know plumbing, though,” I said as I held out my spreadsheet.

He smiled, taking it, examining it. “Can I keep this copy?” I nodded. He looked it over and said, “Some of this I can get at contractor prices, so can trim a little. Others are a little more exotic than what they sell around here, you’d best order those items. I’ll send you details when I make up my estimate.”

He packed up his folder, then looked me in the eye. “Can I ask a personal question?”

I hesitated. “Sure.”

“You doing this all on your own?” He said it without pity, just curiosity.

I shrugged. “My husband thinks it’s a waste of money., and doesn’t want to chip in.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “I’ve dealt with plenty of clients who can’t swing full payment. Doesn’t mean I won’t do the work.” He paused, tugging at his boot. “But if cash is tight, we can always negotiate.” He let his gaze slide over me. “I’m a reasonable guy—open to… other forms of compensation.” His grin turned sly. “You’re a pretty woman, Ms. Barker. No doubt you’ve got plenty to offer that money can’t buy.” He tapped his card. “Give me a ring if you want to discuss details. Advice’s on the house.”

I stared at the card, my heart knocking. He leaned back against the frame, chuckling low. His laugh felt odd—warm, but unsettling. “Thanks,” I managed. “I… appreciate it.”

He nodded, grabbed his folder, and let himself out with a friendly “Take care, Ms. Barker. I’ll drop my quote in your mailbox tomorrow.” He grinned, “Email’s not in my skill set.”  I watched his truck disappear into the rain-soaked street, taillights pulsing in the gloom.

Alone in the bathroom, I replayed every word—his offer, that knowing smile. I can’t believe he offered that - he was such a sweet old man. I just got propositioned by a 65-year-old black man! My cheeks heated, but beneath it all, something tightened—a spark of defiance. I pictured myself refusing him, picking up a hammer, learning tile work, proving Jim wrong once and for all.

I pressed my palm to the cool sink, eyes drifting to the kitchen. The jar of savings glared up at me under the harsh ceiling light, a reminder that I’d still come up short. Jim’s mocking voice echoed: “You’ll never get it done.” For a moment, I almost believed him.

Then I noticed the clear streak on the mirror where Hank had wiped the fog away—clarity amid the haze. I met my own eyes and saw the stubborn set of my jaw, remembered how it felt to be seen, even briefly, as someone worth negotiating with.

I suddenly realized that Hank Jefferson had been open and truthful with me, not treating me like a fool or rube. I assume the offer was sincere, and he even delivered it without being rude.

I closed the bathroom door and padded into the kitchen. I set my sketchbook in the center of the table and flipped to the last page. After a long, steadying breath, I picked up a pencil and began jotting down measurements, plotting steps, even scribbling “DIY heated floor” in the margin.

The house was quiet, but Hank’s low laugh lingered in the back of my mind, softening the silence.

I wasn’t sure how I’d pull it off. But for the first time, I let myself believe I could—even if it meant breaking a few things along the way.

Chapter 3: Crossing the Line

I always thought it would feel more cinematic, the moment you did something truly stupid. Instead, it was just me, sitting on the ice-cold toilet lid, staring at the hairline crack that snaked under my feet like a map of some war I’d lost long ago.

I twirled Hank Jefferson’s business card between my fingers. The cardstock was heavy, the print slightly embossed, the kind of detail you’d never expect from a plumber. Maybe that was the point. I read his name—again—and flipped it over to see the number on the back, large and centered. No email, no website, just his mailing address and phone number. A simple man.

The bathroom smelled faintly of eucalyptus, a candle balanced on the edge of the vanity, trying and failing to outpace the musty tang that no amount of scrubbing could defeat. I’d lit it just for myself, a minor act of defiance against the dead air, but the flame was losing ground. I mused it would smell so elegant with the shiny new marble, tile and glass, the flame’ reflection dancing in new golden fixtures.

I held up the card and pressed its corner into my palm, just enough to leave a tiny mark. My phone sat on the lip of the sink, locked and inert, a flat-eyed judge. I could have scrolled for hours—maybe I already had, flicking between design blogs, group texts, even the local news, as if somewhere out there the universe was going to offer an answer that didn’t end in humiliation or disaster.

Behind the phone, my reflection flickered in the mirror, distorted by the pitted silver on its backside. I looked tired, like I’d been up all night, even though I’d barely left bed. My hair was up in a haphazard twist, one of Jim’s old flannels over leggings that had started life as “athleisure” and now mostly did the leisure part. I picked at a loose thread, watching the way the fabric resisted and then, all at once, surrendered.

There was no dramatic swell of music, just the distant groan of the furnace kicking in, and, down the hall, the faint echo of Jim’s voice. He was on a call, probably with someone named Matt or Chad or—whatever. I tuned it out. That was the only thing we were truly in sync about anymore: how easily we could pretend the other wasn’t there.

I set the card down next to my sketches. A new one had appeared overnight, this time with a ridiculous, swooping faucet and a tile pattern I would have never considered in daylight. I didn’t even remember drawing it. I stared at the design, at the impossible neatness of the lines, and realized that somewhere in the back of my head I’d been hoping for a miracle. The kind you could pay for with cash. If you had it.

The tile creaked as I shifted. I picked up the card again, running a thumb over the raised logo. My heart did an uncomfortable lurch, the kind you get right before stepping on stage, or into traffic. I set the card down, then picked it up, then set it down again, like an amateur magician searching for the right sleight of hand.

The past week had been a masterclass in emotional waterboarding. Jim found a new way every day to remind me that the bathroom was “good enough,” that I was tilting at a windmill of my own making. Last night, he’d laughed when I came to bed, sheets pulled up to his chest, and muttered, “Still working on your little pipe dream?” I’d smiled, made a joke about grout, then lay awake for hours, counting the cracks in the ceiling.

“Pipe dream,” I said aloud, letting the words echo. They sounded smaller when I said them. Less real. I scanned Hank Jefferson’s quote. It was handwritten, much cheaper than the other two, but still not within my reach. He had even offered some fixtures at cost, shaving precious dollars off the project. He seemed like a nice and reasonable man.

I inhaled, slow and deep, holding the air in my chest like a lungful of courage. I picked up the card. I dialed.

The phone rang twice before Hank answered, his voice bright and unhurried. “This is Hank.”

“Hi, it’s—this is June Barker. From last week. The bathroom—” My voice trembled at the wrong syllable, so I clamped my jaw tight.

He didn’t miss a beat. “Sure thing, Ms. Barker. What can I do for you?”

I stared at the candle, which was guttering, and tried to channel its stubbornness. “I wanted to talk about your, um, alternative arrangement. The… payment plan.” I paused, mortified by the tremor in my voice, and pressed the phone tighter to my ear as if that would anchor me.

There was a heartbeat of silence, then Hank’s voice, low and steady. “No worries. It’s more common than you’d think, and simply fair barter.” He said it like he was talking about weather, or traffic. “Want me to stop by? We can go over the terms in person. If you’d rather keep it by the book, I understand.”

I caught myself nodding, though he couldn’t see it. “Could we—would you be able to come over this afternoon?”

He sounded almost amused. “I can be there at three. Or sooner, if you’d prefer.”

“Three is good,” I blurted. “My husband will be out—at work.”

“Perfect,” he said. “I’ll bring some samples. And the paperwork. We can go over your dream bathroom and the payment plan. See you soon, Ms. Barker.”

He hung up, leaving a warmth in the air that lingered long after the call. I set the phone down, face burning, and stared at my reflection. The woman in the mirror looked like she’d just survived a hostage negotiation.

I looked at my old pals, the cracked tiles and rusty fixtures and said softly, “Well, if life is gonna fuck me. I’m gonna fuck it back.” I laughed at my brazenness. Then I ran cold and realized what I was about to do. “Fuck.” The oldest profession. It’s trading some hours of work for a lifetime spa bathroom, I convinced myself.

For the next two hours, I staged a one-woman panic attack, disguised as spring cleaning. I stripped the bathroom of every embarrassing detail—tucked away the adult acne face wash, replaced the worn towel with a crisp, white guest set, even wiped the rim of the toilet with an antibacterial vengeance that bordered on erotic. I scrubbed until my hands were raw, then stood back and surveyed the result: less like a bathroom, more like a crime scene waiting for the forensic team.

I changed clothes twice. The first outfit—skinny jeans, nice blouse—felt too calculated, like I was auditioning for a part I didn’t want. The second—sundress, cardigan—seemed insane, given the temperature and the fact that I’d never worn it around anyone but Jim. I finally settled on a soft-knit sweater and dark leggings, the uniform of someone who wanted to look casual but not desperate.

Downstairs, I made coffee, then poured it out and made tea, then decided neither was a good idea and settled on water, which I promptly spilled across the counter. I mopped it up with a napkin, then mopped again, as if Hank would conduct a white-glove inspection. I checked the time. Still an hour to go.

I sat at the kitchen table, reviewing my sketches, arranging them in a neat fan. I tried to imagine how Hank would see me: nervous housewife, thirsty for validation. I traced the outline of the soaker tub, then doodled a tiny figure inside, just for myself—a woman, head thrown back, floating.

A car door slammed outside, shattering the calm. I leapt up, checked the clock—he was early—and sprinted to the bedroom to check my hair, which had rebelled in the last ten minutes. I wrestled it into something approaching order, then hurried back, nerves burning bright.

At the door, I hesitated, taking one last breath. The eucalyptus candle had gone out, but the scent hung in the air, ghostly and green.

This was the part they didn’t show in movies—the way your body feels like it’s humming at a frequency only dogs can hear, the way shame and excitement get tangled together until you can’t tell which is which. I steadied myself, hand on the knob, and opened the door to whatever came next.

***

Hank stood in the doorway, rain pooled in the creases of his jacket and a clipboard tucked under one arm. For a second, neither of us said anything. He just smiled, an easy, practiced sort of smile, and shrugged as if to apologize for bringing the weather in with him.

“Afternoon, Ms. Barker,” he said. “Hope I’m not tracking in a lake.”

I shook my head, words jammed somewhere between my brain and my mouth. “Come in, please. It’s just—” I wiped my palms on my sweater and gestured for him to follow. “I put down towels, but they’re probably in the wrong place.”

He stepped inside, careful not to drip on the floor, then glanced around the entryway like he was memorizing a new puzzle. He smelled faintly of soap and metal—something clean, but heavy. I watched a drop of water zigzag down his temple before he flicked it away with the back of one finger.

“Looks even better in daylight,” he said, nodding toward the living room. “You got a knack for putting a place together.”

I almost laughed—if only he’d seen the real thing, three hours ago, when the couch was wearing last night’s blanket and the rug was a graveyard of snack crumbs and old receipts. “Thanks,” I said, voice smaller than intended. “Can I get you coffee? Or, uh, something else?”

He shook his head. “I’m good. But thank you.”

He waited for me to lead, and I realized I didn’t know whether to march him straight to the bathroom or make small talk like we were on a weird, platonic first date. I settled on the kitchen, if only because it was clean, and the table was still staged with my fan of sketches and samples.

He took a seat at the table, easing into the chair like he meant to stay. “Mind if I look?” He gestured at the drawings.

“Go ahead,” I said, then immediately regretted it—what if he thought they were childish? What if he saw the little cartoon woman in the tub and figured out what I’d been thinking? I tried to play it cool, perching on the other side of the table, but I felt every molecule of air between us, buzzing.

He thumbed through the sketches, tracing lines with his callused fingertip, occasionally grunting in approval. “You put in a lot of work. Most folks just rip a page from a catalog and call it a day.” He smiled, but it differed from before—warmer, almost proud.

“I have too much time on my hands,” I said, then shook my head. “That’s not true. I just think about it too much.”

“Better than not at all,” he said. He set the sketches down, then looked at me with a softness I didn’t expect. “I’m guessing you want to get right to it, then?”

I swallowed, the air suddenly too thick. “Yes. I mean—” My brain tripped over itself. “The, um. Alternative plan. You said we could discuss… terms.”

He nodded, businesslike. “I did. And I meant it. I know these jobs can get expensive, and sometimes you gotta be creative.”

He leaned in, elbows on the table, hands folded. “Here’s how I usually work it. Every day I’m on site, we have an exchange. Could be anything we agree on—doesn’t have to be what you think.” He let that hang, then smiled to take the edge off. “But if you want to start things off, we can do a down payment today. That way, nobody feels awkward when the job actually starts.”

I laughed, sharp and involuntary. “I don’t think anything could make me not feel awkward.”

He grinned. “That’s normal. Just means we’re both human. So, let’s see what you want first, then maybe what you trade can make sense. What were you thinking about cutting from the estimate?”

I knew this was it. I had made my mind up and had all kinds of scenarios in my head. I was prepared to pay anything, so I said simply, “The labor. All the labor.”

Hank didn’t laugh or snort. He looked at me, his eyes measuring my financial desperation. He said simply, “That’s a lot.”

I nodded and knew what I was asking. I leaned forward and said, “I’ll do anything you ask.” I had a hard time with the words, but would have an even harder time giving up my dream. “Anything a husband can ask a wife.”

Hank watched me, saw that I was faltering, “Well…”

I didn’t want him to say ‘no.’ I was desperate, blurted out, “Fuck, suck, spend the night. An hour of work for an hour of me. Please don’t say ‘no.’” That was it, I shot my shot. He couldn’t possibly want more?

Hank moved his hand over mine, patted it gently. I couldn’t pull my eyes from his, I knew I’d cry in desperation. “That sounds like an unbelievable deal, Mrs. Barker, but.”

I cut him off, “Call me June. If you’re gonna stick your dick inside me, call me June, please. And don’t say ‘no’!”

Hank patted my hand again, smiled. “OK, June. The terms sound a little off.” My brain melted in misery, what else could I do?

Hank could tell my frantic state, “You are a beautiful woman, and there is no way that my time is as valuable as time with you. I think one exchange per day of my labor makes more sense.” He smiled and patted my hand again, “Besides, Lordy. Eight hours with you continuously would certainly kill me,” he chuckled.

He waited, letting the silence do its job. I felt my pulse climb, heat rising from my chest to my cheeks. I gripped the mug in front of me, even though I had poured nothing into it. My voice came out shaky, but clear: “What, um. What would you want today, as a deposit?”

Oh my God, my brain rang. Deposit. Deposit in me, that’s what he wants. I froze.

He shrugged, as if it were the most casual thing in the world. “Usually, something simple. If you’re comfortable, maybe take care of me with your mouth.” He met my eyes. “If that’s too much, we can scale it back. It’s up to you.”

He said it without a trace of threat, and yet my insides felt electrified. I looked down at the table, at my own hands, knuckles gone white around the mug. “That’s… fair.”

He softened, his voice almost gentle. “You sure? We can renegotiate any time. Just say the word.”

I wanted to tell him no, that I wasn’t that kind of person, but the words wouldn’t come. All I could think about was Jim, in his khakis, rolling his eyes at my “pipe dream,” and how the last time he’d touched me with any real interest was months ago, and even then it had felt more like maintenance than passion.

The world fucks me, I’m gonna fuck it back.

“I’m sure,” I said, and meant it, even if I hated myself for how much I meant it.

He nodded once, decisively, as if we’d just shaken hands over a dry contract. “All right. We can go wherever you’re comfortable.”

I stood, almost knocking over the chair, and pointed down the hall. “Bedroom’s this way.”

He followed, but not before pausing at the table to tap the cartoon woman in the tub. “You should keep drawing these,” he said. “You got style.”

He smiled, and for a second, I felt less like a criminal and more like someone who had just remembered how to want things.

We walked to the bedroom together, the silence between us loaded with anticipation. I could barely hear the rain outside, but my heart sounded like thunder.

***

The master bedroom looked like it was holding its breath. The bed was made—overly made, every pillow squared like I’d used a template, comforter smoothed flat enough to skate a glass across. Sunlight came through the curtains in stripes, warming up the faded floral and making the air taste faintly of dust and the dryer sheet I’d stuffed in the pillowcase for good measure. I led Hank in, heart pounding, then realized with horror that the top of the dresser was still a minefield of sentimental debris: pictures of Jim and me at the beach, a chipped ceramic cat from my mom, the “World’s Best Wife” trophy I’d received as a joke the year before. I rushed over and turned the photos face-down, pretending to adjust the lamp.

“Sorry,” I muttered, fingers twitching on the glass. “Didn’t really plan ahead.”

Hank smiled, nonjudgmental. “Most folks don’t. No need to be nervous. You can put the pictures back up, if you like, this is just business.”

I paused for a second, then went back and righted the pictures, turning them to face the bed. I wanted Jim to know what I was doing for my bathroom - the lengths I’d go to get what I wanted.

I looked over at Hank, sitting on the edge of the bed. He had the same soft smile. “You mind, or like it?”

He shrugged, “This is for you, but it’s thrilling for me, giving you what he can’t. Who wouldn’t want to make a pretty lady happy?” I mulled over "giving you what he can’t” - did he mean the bathroom, or…

Hank sat on the edge of the bed, one boot tapping quietly against the hardwood. I hovered, unsure, until he patted the blanket between his knees.

“Why don’t you kneel right here? Easier for both of us,” he said, like he was offering the best seat in the house.

I moved forward, feet numb, hands leaden. I felt ridiculous, like a parody of myself, but Hank’s voice was a balm, steady and kind. He reached out and tucked a stray hair behind my ear, then settled back and unbuckled his belt.

“Can I ask you something?” I blurted, desperate to puncture the silence.

He paused, thumbs hooked in his waistband. “Anything you want.”

“How did you — I mean, is this… normal?” I winced. “Have you done this with other people?”

He chuckled, not cruel. “I’ve seen a lot of arrangements in my time. You’d be amazed how many folks want the work done but don’t have the cash. It’s not just housewives, either.” He fixed me with a look—gentle, knowing. “Nobody gets hurt. Everybody leaves happy, if it’s done right.”

I nodded, not sure if I felt comforted or more exposed.

He unzipped, slow, and pulled himself out, and my brain nearly rebooted. I’d seen a fair number of dicks in my life, and even the odd porn-star monster online, but Hank’s was in a class of its own—thick, ruddy, the kind of size that made you re-evaluate a few things. He didn’t seem self-conscious, just waited, one hand loose around the base as if presenting it for inspection.

“Is this okay?” he asked.

I nodded, again, but the sound stuck in my throat. “God, Yes,” I said, barely above a whisper.

He put a big hand on my shoulder, guiding me closer. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. I’ll never ask twice.”

But I wanted to. Or at least, I needed to see if I could. I leaned in, inhaling the musky, clean scent of his skin—soap and sweat and something like copper. He was warm, the shaft heavy against my tongue when I finally licked him, uncertain at first, but he murmured “That’s it, just like that,” and I felt a flicker of pride beneath my shame.

I grasped his shaft, so thick and heavy and warm, and felt a thrill at the sight of my small white hands against his black skin. I felt my body warming, and the wetness between my legs as I thought, “Here we go, my first black cock!”

I took him into my mouth, careful at first, slow, like learning a new instrument. He was thicker than I’d expected, and my jaw ached as I tried to keep up. He let me set the pace, resting one hand lightly on my head but never pushing, just petting, like I was a skittish animal that might bolt at any second.

When I tasted his pre-cum, I knew it was real. I licked around the head of his cock, sucking at the glans. An old boyfriend had coached me on what felt good, and I hadn’t thought about that for a while. With Jim, the rare times I took him in my mouth were simply to get him hard before missionary sex.

He made these little noises—low, approving, never crude. “God, you’re good at this,” he said, and I flushed, wishing Jim had ever bothered to say the same. I’d forgotten what it was like to be appreciated, even for something as transactional as this.

As I grew bolder, my body surprised me. I felt the heat spread, low and insistent, pooling between my legs. My nipples tightened against the thin sweater, and I had to brace myself on his thigh to keep steady, fingers digging into the dense muscle beneath the denim. The roughness of his jeans, the warmth of his skin, the tang of his pre-cum—everything about the moment felt more real, more alive, than anything I’d experienced in months.

Hank murmured encouragement, little prompts that made me want to try harder. “Good girl,” he said, and I shivered, not in fear but in anticipation. I sucked him deeper, felt the flare of his head bump the roof of my mouth, gagged once and recovered. His fingers tightened in my hair, but never forced me—just held, steady and safe.

I worked harder, hoping to make him come. I hadn’t gotten a goy off with my mouth in years - in fact, I couldn’t recall if Jim ever came in my mouth. I was determined to make Hank spurt.

It didn’t take long. He warned me, voice a low rumble: “Gonna finish soon. You want me to—?”

I nodded, and he groaned, then came, hot and thick, flooding my mouth with a salty, unfamiliar taste. I swallowed, surprised at how little it bothered me. When he finally let go, I wiped my lips with the back of my hand, blinking up at him. He smiled, wiped away a tear that had snuck out during the last push.

“You did great,” he said, zipping up. He reached down and helped me up, steadying me on my feet.

I waited for the shame to crash down, but it never did. If anything, I felt lighter—giddy, even. My heart was still racing, but the anxiety had burned away, replaced with a smug sense of accomplishment. I’d done it. I’d started something, and finished it, and nobody had died.

I looked at our wedding pictures, at the pictures of Jim, and felt a thrill. Did you see that, Jim? I just sucked off a black man 30 years older than me, in our bedroom, and swallowed it down. Just so I can have the bathroom that you won’t help me with. I winked at the picture and thought, wait until you see the next things.

Hank stood, straightening his shirt, and offered me his hand. “Deal’s a deal. I’ll be here Monday morning, sharp. We’ll make that bathroom a palace.”

I grinned, unable to help myself. “Should I make you breakfast first?”

He laughed, the sound booming and warm. “Now you’re spoiling me.”

He headed out, boots thudding down the hallway. At the door, he turned, winked, then stepped into the rain, leaving a trail of damp footprints and a charge in the air.

I watched him go, then padded back to the bedroom, mind spinning. I lay down on the too-tidy bed, stared up at the ceiling, and traced the cracks with my finger.

I wondered what it would be like, next week, when I was spread open for him, when the transaction was real. I couldn’t stop thinking about how that monster of his would feel inside me, his old eyes looking into mine as he pumped away, filling me with a 60-something year old black cock. I wondered if I’d feel the same pride, the same ache, the same molten thrum in my veins.

I rolled over, face buried in the comforter, and let myself giggle—real, unselfconscious laughter, the kind that vibrated through my bones.

I couldn’t wait for Monday.

Chapter 4: New Sensations

By the time Monday rolled around, my body was running entirely on adrenaline and coffee. I stood at the living room window, fingers worrying at the hem of my sweater, watching the condensation bead up on the glass as I replayed the last week over and over. The encounter with Hank had lodged itself in my brain, replaying in odd flashes: the weight of his hand on my head, the softness of his voice, the thrill and shame that seemed to chase each other in circles until I couldn't tell which was which.

I had dreams about his dick - about the size, the weight of it, how it swelled and the veins up and down the side. I even thought about how it emerged from his wiry gray pubic hair. Not only was I about to “give it up” to a black man, but to a black man 30 years my senior. Something felt exciting about “fucking life back” in the rawest most taboo way possible. I was conflicted about whether I wanted to taste his cum more, or feel him spurt deep inside me, letting him take what should be Jim’s. I had made my mind up that I was going all the way - Hank deserved that. My dream deserved that.

Jim had left early, a single “good luck with your little project” tossed over his shoulder on his way out, but I barely heard it. I was still in the bathroom, wishing the fixtures and tub and tile a happy retirement. I actually felt a little sad - they had been my companions on this journey to a new bathroom longer than anyone, and they couldn’t help growing old and cracked and yellow and brown. But they had to go - farewell old friends. I dropped my towel and pointed to my vagina as I said out loud, “I’m retiring you all with this!” and gave a laugh.

I was as excited about my new bathroom as I was for payment. I thought about feeling Hank’s enormous dick inside me as much as I did the glistening new vanity.

I realized with a start that I had better get dressed for Hank. I paused for a moment and wondered if I should bother getting dressed. I finally decided that dressing was a better choice - he might want to work first.

I’d picked my outfit three times—first the black leggings and the white sweater that I always felt pretty in, then a pair of jeans that lasted about two minutes before the waistband started to dig. I finally settled on the sweater and leggings, but swapped my ratty sports bra for something with a bit of lace.

I paced the entryway, moving junk mail from one table to another, adjusting the throw pillows on the couch, making the same nervous loop until the sound of gravel in the driveway snapped my nerves tight. Hank’s truck rolled in slow, easing to a stop with a low hum that vibrated through the windowpanes. He climbed out, toolbox in one hand, a rolled mat of what looked like heavy-duty plastic in the other. His work jacket was zipped up, the collar popped against the morning chill, and he paused at the bottom of the porch to wipe his boots, just as he had last time.

I stared at my reflection in the entry mirror, lips dry, hair just this side of presentable, and wondered if I could look casual when I answered the door. My phone was still in my hand, though I couldn’t have said what I planned to do with it.

The doorbell rang—not urgent, not tentative, just two calm notes.

I took a breath, let it out, and opened the door.

“Morning, Ms. Barker,” he said, bright and easy, rainwater beading on his jacket. He hefted the toolbox in greeting. “Hope I’m not too early.”

“Not at all,” I said, though my voice came out thin. “You’re right on time. And it’s June.”

He smiled, those eyes crinkling at the corners. “Mind if I come in? Little brisk out here.”

“Of course!” I stepped aside, feeling the cold rush past as he crossed the threshold, bringing with him the smell of coffee and fresh-cut lumber. My nipples were hard - whether from the chill, or anticipation, I couldn’t say. He set the toolbox down on the doormat and looked around, his gaze lingering on the little updates since last time—the throw blanket folded over the couch, the stack of home magazines on the coffee table, the faintly burning candle trying to disguise the persistent mildew of the whole old house.

“House looks nice. You been getting ready for demo day?” He said it with a teasing warmth, like we’d known each other for more than two brief and memorable visits. Of course, on one of those visits he had his dick in my mouth. Wow, I couldn’t stop thinking about that.

I laughed, nerves bursting out of me. “I tried. Not sure I’m prepared for the reality, though. I’ve waited for this for so long!”

“Most people aren’t,” he said, bending to untie his boots. He left them neatly by the door, wool socks peeking out at the ankles. His flannel shirt today was blue, not quite matching his eyes but close, and the sleeves were rolled up over dark forearms dusted with gray hairs.

I felt my own eyes linger and looked away, heat rushing up my neck.

He straightened, hoisting the toolbox, and nodded toward the back of the house. “Same bathroom as before?”

“Right down the hall,” I said, then followed, unsure if I was supposed to lead or just trail behind. I caught his scent as we passed—a clean, soapy musk, nothing like Jim’s over-engineered cologne.

In the hallway, he paused at the entry to the bathroom, gave it a quick once-over. “You moved some things out. Smart. Lotta people leave everything, like the stuff’s gonna demo itself.”

I smiled, a little proud. “I watched a lot of videos.”

He nodded, stepping in to run his hand along the wall, fingers splaying out to knock gently at the tile. He crouched, testing the seal along the tub, then peered under the vanity with a small flashlight. “You got good bones in here, June. It’s not a lost cause.”

I felt a thrill at the way he said my name, not “Ms. Barker” but “June,” as if we were already past the point of formality. I guess we were, after I had his dick… Oh my God, June, stop that!

He stood, turning to face me. His eyes caught mine and held, not predatory, just curious. “You ready to get started?”

I nodded, then realized I hadn’t actually answered the question. “Yes. I think so.”

He leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “You want to handle the arrangement before I get sweaty and covered in grout dust?”

My heart knocked hard. The words hung in the air, simple but loaded. I looked at his hands, the careful way he rested them on his biceps, the ring of callus where he gripped his tools, and felt a pulse of heat go straight to my core.

I licked my lips. “That’s probably best.”

He waited, letting the silence settle. “Bedroom again, or do you have a preference?”

My mouth went dry, and I struggled to remember how to move. “Bedroom is fine,” I managed, and when I turned to lead him, I could feel his eyes on me the whole way down the hall.

At the doorway, I hesitated, suddenly self-conscious of the way my leggings hugged my thighs, the way the sweater dipped over my hips. I caught his reflection in the hall mirror, the half-smile, the patience, the way he took up space without crowding it.

In the master bedroom, sunlight filtered through the sheer curtains, tracing lines on the floor and casting everything in pale gold. I’d made the bed, squared the pillows, and even set out a spare hand towel, as if that would make it less transactional.

I stood in the middle of the room, hands clasped in front of me, not sure what to do next. Hank stepped in, paused to look at the photos on the dresser—the beach trip, the cat, the “World’s Best Wife” trophy that I’d forgotten to hide.

He turned to me, voice softer than before. “You nervous?”

I laughed, and it cracked in the middle. “Completely.”

He nodded. “That’s good. Means you care.”

He took a step closer, not looming but solid, and held out his hand. I put mine in his, surprised at how warm and dry it was. He gave it a squeeze, then raised it to his lips, pressing a kiss to my knuckles. It was absurdly chivalrous, almost corny, but it made my stomach flip.

He let go, and I realized my whole body was trembling, just enough to notice.

“You want to set the pace?” he asked.

I thought about it. “Can I?” I sounded like a child, but he smiled and nodded.

“Any way you want.”

I swallowed, then reached for the hem of my sweater, pulling it up and over my head in one quick motion. Underneath, the lace bra was barely a whisper of fabric, and I saw his eyes go wide, then hungry. He reached out, slowly, giving me time to flinch or bolt, but I didn’t—I let his hands slide up my arms, over my shoulders, down to my waist.

He pulled me in, gentle but unyielding, and pressed his lips to my cheek, then my jaw, then just below my ear. His stubble rasped against my skin, sending a shock of sensation straight to my spine.

“You smell good,” he murmured.

“I showered,” I said, breathless.

He laughed, low and warm. “I noticed.”

I fumbled at his buttons, hands clumsy, and he helped me, shrugging the shirt off with practiced ease. His chest was thick, dusted with silver, and his stomach was softer than I expected—real, not sculpted, but strong. I ran my hands over him, marveling at the texture, the difference from Jim’s rigid, gym-built angles. I felt my pulse quicken when I saw my white hands against his dark skin.

He cupped my face in his hands, thumbs stroking my cheeks, and kissed me full on the mouth. His tongue was warm, insistent, and I let him in, feeling the slow, lazy swirl of his taste. I melted, knees threatening to buckle.

He broke away, just enough to breathe. “You sure you want to do this?”

I nodded, but he waited for words.

“Oh God, Yes,” I blurted the truth. All weekend I dreamed about him inside me, and I wasn’t gonna lose it now.

He smiled, then scooped me up—not a bridal carry, just firm hands under my ass, lifting me onto the edge of the bed. He knelt, kissing down my neck, over my collarbone, nuzzling the lace. He looked up, asking permission with his eyes, and I arched my back, offering it to him.

He unclasped the bra, peeled it away, and took my nipple in his mouth, sucking slow and gentle, tongue swirling around the tip. I gasped, hands flying to his hair, gripping the short-cropped curls.

He moved to the other breast, giving it the same attention, then trailed kisses down my stomach, pausing at the waistband of my leggings.

“Can I?” he asked, fingers hooking the fabric.

“Yes,” I said, and he slid them down, slowly, taking the panties with them. He pulled them over my feet, then paused to admire, gaze roaming over every inch of exposed skin.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, simple and unforced.

I wanted to say something witty, but all that came out was a whimper as he buried his face between my thighs, tongue finding me already wet and throbbing. He licked slow, deliberate, drawing circles around my clit until my hands knotted in the sheets and I had to bite my wrist to keep from crying out. He worked me with the focus of a craftsman, each flick and stroke pushing me closer until I broke, trembling around his mouth, gasping his name.

He licked me through it, then kissed his way back up, beard slick with my juices, eyes bright with pride.

He stood, undid his belt, and dropped his jeans. His cock was enormous, thick and veined, already standing proud. I stared, awed, and he grinned, pumping it once before crawling onto the bed beside me.

Hank looked at me, asked, “Condoms?”

I smiled, “No. You give me your best, and I’ll give you my best.” He smiled, and I added, “That means finishing inside.” His smile broadened.

He rolled me onto my stomach, hands on my hips, and lifted me to all fours. He pressed in, teasing, then pushed slowly, letting me adjust to the size. It hurt, just a little, but the pain was electric, sharp and sweet.

He rocked in and out, pace steady, one hand on my waist, the other stroking my back. He whispered encouragement, told me how good I felt, how tight, how perfect. I moaned, louder now, unafraid.

He fucked me like he was trying to memorize my shape, every thrust purposeful, every touch a promise. I came twice more, body shaking, vision swimming, and when he finally groaned and came inside me, the warmth spread through me like a fire.

He collapsed next to me, pulling me onto his chest, his hand heavy and protective on my shoulder.

We lay there, catching our breath, the air thick with sweat and ozone.

After a minute, he kissed the top of my head. “You did great.”

I laughed, dizzy. “You too.”

He stroked my hair, fingers gentle. “You want more, or should I get started in the bathroom?”

I grinned, rolling over to face him. “I think I need a minute.”

He smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

I closed my eyes, sinking into his warmth, and let the world fade away.

I’d never felt more alive.

***

The room was still, save for the slow rise and fall of Hank’s chest, the scratch of his calloused hand tracing lazy lines across my back. I’d never been good at afterglow—I always wanted to bolt, to wash, to reset—but with him, I felt pinned in the best possible way. My legs still trembled, toes curling and uncurling against the cool sheet, a reminder that whatever happened here had rearranged something in my wiring.

He pulled me closer, burying his nose in my hair. “You all right?” he said, voice rumbling against my ear.

I nodded, unable to trust my mouth just yet. The air between us was heavy with sweat and sex, a thick, humid cloud that made every breath taste faintly of salt and ozone.

Hank shifted, rolling onto his back and taking me with him. I sprawled across his chest, cheek pressed to the patch of skin where his heartbeat thumped, solid and slow. I let myself melt there, fingers splayed across his ribs, knees tucked up so my entire body fit into the crook of his arm.

He stroked my spine, thumb drifting up and down like he was smoothing the wrinkles out of a silk dress. “Did I hurt you?”

I shook my head, hair tangling around his fingers. “No. Just… more than I expected.” I felt like sharing a truth, so added, “And I thought about it all weekend.”

He laughed, low and warm. “That’s nice.”

I watched his chest rise and fall, my breath syncing to his. My body still ached, but in a way that made me want to laugh, or cry, or maybe both. I tried to find the shame, the recoil I’d expected after everything I’d done, but it was gone—burned off in the friction of his hands, his mouth, the way he’d made me feel real and present and so, so alive.

He tapped his fingers against my hip, rhythmic and gentle. “You want water? Something to eat?”

The question startled me. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had checked on me after sex. I shook my head, then changed my mind. “Maybe just water.”

He smiled, shifting me off his chest so he could sit up. He padded, naked, across the room to where my water bottle sat on the nightstand. I watched him move—thick and solid, shoulders broad, ass dimpled and real—and felt a flutter of pride that I’d made him look so undone. He brought the bottle to the bed, uncapped it, and handed it to me. I sipped, the water sharp and cold on my tongue.

“Thanks,” I said, voice scratchy.

He leaned back on the pillows, one hand behind his head, looking for all the world like he belonged there. “You want to talk, or just rest?” he asked.

I rolled onto my side, propping myself up on an elbow. “I don’t even know what to say.”

“Doesn’t have to be anything,” he said, easy. “We got all day.”

I tried to imagine what my day would have been like if he hadn’t come. I’d be pacing the house, maybe fussing with the paint chips again, stewing in my sense of failure. Instead, I felt like I’d just run a marathon and won.

I traced the shape of his biceps, the pale hair glinting in the sunbeam. “Is this… normal? For you?”

He looked at me, eyes gentle. “It’s not unheard of. I’ve been doing this a long time. Folks need what they need, and not everyone has the cash on hand. But I’ll be honest, most of the time it’s less… fun.”

I snorted, burying my face in the crook of his arm. “You’re saying I’m a good client?”

“The best,” he said, then squeezed my shoulder. “But don’t feel you owe me anything you don’t want to give. I’m here for the job first.”

I nodded, not sure if I believed it, but grateful anyway.

He let out a long breath, then rolled onto his side to face me. “You want to do this again now? Or was that a onetime thing?”

My heart skipped, the question so blunt and honest it nearly undid me. “I… yeah. I want to. If you do.”

He grinned, a wolfish little curl at the corner of his mouth. “Good. I got a lot of work ahead. Would be a shame to start off on the wrong foot.”

I laughed, the tension breaking. “OK, I expect your best work, so you should expect my best sex.”

“Your best sex?” he asked.

I looked at him directly, “Yeah. You put your best efforts into my dream bathroom, and I’ll put my best efforts into what you dream.” I paused for effect. “Anything.”

He laughed, “OK, then. But I’m a simple man, so my dreams won’t be too much.”

I laughed as well, “Wait until you see my revised plans.”

***

Hank slipped quietly from the bed, careful not to jostle me, and padded into the guest bathroom. I heard the water run, the familiar groan of pipes as he washed up, and then the soft click of the door as he returned, already dressed and squared away—back in work mode, but with a softness around the eyes that hadn’t been there before.

He headed into the bathroom, and I heard his toolbox rattle.

“You ready to get started?” he called, voice muffled as he knelt to unspool the extension cord.

I rolled out of bed, muscles protesting, and tugged my sweater back on. I checked my hair in the mirror—it was a hopeless tangle, but I let it be. There was something brazen about walking through the house still half dressed and smelling of him.

He’d already spread a tarp over the tile, pulled out a sledgehammer and a small crowbar, his hands moving with the calm confidence of someone who’d done this a thousand times. He looked up, caught me watching, and grinned.

“Want to do the honors?” He held out the hammer.

I blinked. “Me?”

He nodded, eyes twinkling. “First swing’s always the best. Makes it real. Your first step to the dream.” I couldn’t help think, that a suck and wallow was my first step to the dream.

I took the hammer, surprised by the weight of it, and stood over the tub, heart thumping as I raised it. I hesitated, then looked to Hank for guidance. He carefully slipped a set of safety glasses over my eyes. As I watched him move, I thought, “That’s the only protection I’ll be using with you, sir.”

“Right here,” he said, tapping a weak seam in the tile. “Just let it fall.”

I did, and the hammer hit with a satisfying crack, spider webbing the tile and sending a flake of grout spinning across the tub. I grinned, high on the violence of it, the instant progress.

“Not bad, Barker,” he said, and took the hammer back, hands brushing over mine. “We’ll have this gone before lunch.”

I hovered, offering him water, holding the trash bag open as he pried tile from the wall. Each swing echoed through the house, a bright, shattering reminder that things were changing, whether or not I liked it. The old bathroom—the mildew, the bad memories—was being stripped away in real time.

Hank worked without fuss, pausing only to explain what he was doing, or to point out the flaws in the old construction. “They never used the right backer board,” he muttered, shaking his head at the mess behind the tile. “You see this? Just sheetrock. No wonder it all came loose.”

I nodded, trying to focus on the lesson, but every time I looked at his hands, at the play of muscle in his arms, my mind ran a highlight reel of the morning’s events. I caught myself touching my lips, the phantom of his mouth lingering there.

“You okay?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder.

“Yeah,” I said, a little too fast. “Just… thinking.”

He smiled. “You get used to the noise.”

It wasn’t the noise that rattled me. It was the knowledge of what I’d done, what we’d done, and the greedy little knowledge that it would happen again.

He worked steadily, stopping only for a sandwich break, and even then he insisted I eat first. We sat at the kitchen table, the remains of my water bottle between us, and he told stories about other jobs—homes worse than mine, disasters averted, the occasional mishap. I listened, half present, half drifting, my body humming with memory.

By mid-afternoon, the bathroom was a disaster zone, tile shards everywhere, dust clinging to every surface. I helped sweep up, hands pink and gritty, but I didn’t care. Progress was progress, and for the first time since I’d started the renovation quest, I felt like it might actually happen.

At sunset, Hank packed his tools, then turned to me at the front door. “Same time tomorrow?” he said.

I nodded, unable to keep the smile from my face. “I’ll be ready.”

He leaned in, kissed me quick and soft, then straightened his collar and headed for the truck. I watched him go, heart stuttering in my chest.

The house was quiet again, but this time, it felt different—like I’d inherited a new kind of silence, one filled with possibility.

I wandered back to the bathroom, stood in the doorway, and looked at the destruction. It was ugly and unfinished, but I saw the shape of what it could be, if I kept swinging.

I pressed my palm to the cool sink, breathed in the dust and hope, and let myself imagine all the ways I could make this work.

And in the back of my mind, I counted the hours until I’d feel Hank inside me again.

Chapter 5: Escalation

I woke after Jim had headed out to an early meeting. The house felt different with just me in it—looser at the seams, as if it exhaled when he left. I drifted through the morning rituals: two slices of toast, a mug of the cheap coffee I’d downgraded to for the sake of “budget consciousness,” and a quick, scalding shower to chase away the sleep. My skin came out pink and humming, nerves on a hair-trigger, every inch of me expectant.

I towel-dried my hair, letting it tumble in soft, damp waves. The usual next step—sweatpants, old t-shirt—felt wrong, so I left the closet untouched and reached for the only item I’d ever splurged on at a department store: a silk robe, pale blue, hemmed just above the knee. It was technically a bridal gift, a nod to a version of myself I never quite managed to become, but this morning it felt like lust. I wrapped it tight, cinched the sash, and padded barefoot into the kitchen.

I wiped down the counter, pointlessly, and caught my reflection in the oven door: a ghost of the woman I’d been last week, hair wild, eyes feverish. I looked… good. A little feral, but good.

I checked the time. Eight-forty. My heart skipped and then caught up, double time. Hank had said “early,” but I didn’t know if that meant contractor early (six A.M. and a can of gas-station coffee) or normal human early (after breakfast, at the earliest). I flinched at every passing car, debated texting to confirm, but then the rumble of his truck announced itself—slow, confident, as if it belonged in my driveway.

I panicked, ran a hand through my still-damp hair, and checked the bathroom mirror for toothpaste streaks. I wiped at a spot with my thumb and took a steadying breath. The robe clung to my hips, static making it stick to the backs of my thighs. I thought about changing, just for a moment, then laughed out loud at my cowardice.

The knock was softer than I expected. Gentle, almost polite.

I yanked the door open before he could try again. “Good morning,” I said, voice a little too high, as if I’d just been caught doing something illicit.

Hank stood on the porch, toolbox in one hand, work boots clean and laced, and for the first time I saw the lines at the corners of his eyes, how they deepened when he smiled. His flannel shirt was rolled at the sleeves, veins and sun spots visible on his forearms. He caught my outfit at once—his gaze flickered down and back, professional but not immune.

“Morning, Ms. Barker,” he said. “You’re looking… ready for the day.”

I tried to laugh it off. “I overslept. Didn’t want to keep you waiting. And how many times dow we have to fuck before you call me June?”

He grinned, showing teeth. “Wow. Someone’s in a mood this morning.”

I stepped aside to let him in, catching the edge of the rug with my toes. “You want coffee? Or something stronger?”

“Coffee’s perfect,” he said, eyes lingering on the robe as he passed. He set the toolbox by the front closet and took in the living room, the table with its regiment of paint chips, the empty wineglass from last night I’d forgotten to hide.

I busied myself at the coffeemaker, hands trembling just enough to make pouring a challenge. “It’s not great, but it’s hot,” I said, offering him a mug.

He took it, fingers brushing mine. His hands were rough, warm, the nails scrubbed but stained at the cuticles—a workman’s hands, not like Jim’s manicured claws.

“Thanks,” he said. “You seem… chipper, for someone facing a week of demo.”

I met his gaze over the rim of my cup. “What can I say? I enjoy seeing things get torn up.” I surprised myself with that line, but he just smiled, appreciative. I had to admit, I was hungry, “And I like the way you tear things up.”

Hanks eyebrows raised at that. “I thought you said I didn’t hurt you.”

“Maybe you should,” I taunted. The realization of what I was doing made me lose all inhibitions. If my dream was happening this week, I was going to make Hank’s happen, too.

Hank cocked his head, “You sure?”

“Yes,” was my simple answer. I had so much more to say, but couldn’t think what words would make it sincere and not campy.

He nodded, setting the coffee aside, his eyes never leaving mine. “Lead the way, June.”

I walked him to the bedroom; the robe swished with every step, bare skin prickling at the touch of air. I reached the doorway, glanced over my shoulder, and found him right behind me, expression unreadable but hungry.

I paused outside the bedroom door, suddenly shy. “About yesterday,” I started, but he cut me off.

“No regrets,” he said, and the way he said it made something hot and reckless flare in my chest.

I stepped inside, holding the door for him, then leaned against the frame, arms crossed just under my chest. “I thought about you all night,” I admitted, throat tight. “Couldn’t sleep.”

He came closer, not crowding, just existing in my space. He set the toolbox on the dresser, then turned to face me. “Oh? What did you think?”

“I thought about how good you were yesterday,” I could feel myself blush, “And I was wondering if you’re always that sweet and gentle, or if you like it rougher?” I undid the sash at my waist.

The robe slipped open, satin cool on my thighs, and I let it fall just enough to show the lace of my bra, the slope of my hip. Hank’s eyes tracked every movement, reverent.

He reached out, hands gentle as he cupped my face, thumbs tracing along my jaw. His lips were rough, but his kiss was slow, exploratory, as if he was memorizing my taste. I let my hands drift to his shoulders, fingers kneading through the cotton of his shirt.

He pulled me in, his body a wall of heat, and the robe gave up, sliding off my arms and pooling at my feet. He stepped back to look at me, taking in my body, and I felt like a work of art in a private gallery—appreciated, wanted, not just convenient.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, and it didn’t sound like a line.

I shivered, but not from cold.

He bent to kiss the hollow of my throat, then down, stopping at the edge of the bra, his breath teasing over my nipple until it tightened under the lace. He glanced up, eyes questioning, and I nodded. He unfastened the clasp, peeled the bra away, and buried his face in my breasts, mouth warm and eager, tongue drawing soft circles until I arched against him, aching.

I tugged at his shirt, desperate to feel skin, and he let me strip it off, exposing a chest dusted with gray, thick muscle giving way to a soft, inviting belly. I ran my hands over it, marveling at the contrast of our colors.

He leaned down to kiss me again, then swept me into his arms, not bridal but practical, as if I weighed nothing. He laid me on the bed, careful, and then knelt beside me, fingers tracing my collarbone, my ribs, the curve of my waist. He peeled my panties off, leaving me naked except for the faintest line where the material had pressed into my skin.

I reached for him, emboldened by the way his gaze tracked every inch of me. “Lie back,” I said, surprising us both.

He grinned, delighted, and did as told, reclining on the edge of the bed. I climbed onto him, knees bracketing his hips, and bent to kiss his throat, his chest, my hair falling in a curtain around our faces. His hands found my ass, squeezing, guiding, but letting me set the pace.

I fumbled with his belt, hands clumsy, but he covered them with his own, patient. “Slow down,” he murmured, voice gravelly with want.

But I didn’t want to slow down. I wanted more—more of him, more of this. I got his jeans open, freed him, and he was as thick and ready as I remembered, maybe more so. I stroked him, marveling at the heat, the solidity, and his eyes fluttered closed, pleasure etched deep in the lines of his face.

He reached up, thumb brushing my cheek, and I leaned in to kiss him again, biting his lower lip just enough to make him gasp. I laughed, elated, and lined myself up, sinking down onto him in one slow, excruciating movement.

He filled me, stretching, overwhelming, and I groaned, hips rocking instinctively. He held my waist, steadying me, letting me move how I wanted. I set the rhythm—slow at first, then faster, riding him with a confidence I didn’t know I had. The pressure built, cresting, and I let my head fall back, hair spilling across my shoulders.

“You feel so good,” I said, and it was true, truer than anything I’d said in months.

He thrust up to meet me, every motion deep and deliberate, and I matched him, riding out the wave. When I came, it hit hard, a pulsing whiteout that left me shuddering, hands clutching at his chest. He followed, groaning my name, grip bruising on my hips as he spent himself inside me.

We collapsed together, a tangle of limbs and sweat, the sheets twisted and the room humid with sex. I rolled off him, laughing, and stared at the ceiling, heart galloping in my chest.

We lay there for a while, not speaking, just breathing. Eventually, I pulled the sheet over us, and he pulled me in close, his chin tucked into my hair. The outside world receded—the bills, the mess in the hallway, even Jim’s skepticism—none of it mattered right now.

After a few minutes, I nudged him. “You should probably get started before we spend the day here.”

He laughed, warm and genuine. “Yeah. A deal’s a deal, and you are definitely keeping your part.”

I lingered a moment more, then slipped out of bed, gathering the robe from the floor. I didn’t bother putting it back on.

Hank dressed, slow and unhurried, then kissed me on the cheek before heading to the room of destruction. I watched him go, feeling powerful and raw and alive, the echo of his hands still tingling on my skin.

I checked myself in the mirror before following—hair wild, lips swollen, a flush on my cheeks I couldn’t hide if I wanted to.

I didn’t want to.

I padded downstairs, made another cup of coffee, and listened to the sound of the sledgehammer splitting tile, each blow a bright, hopeful reminder that some things had to break before you could build them better.

***

The next hour was a blur of real life: Hank hammering away in the bathroom, me still in a haze, trying to remember how to function outside of bed. I padded through the kitchen, poured myself the last cup of coffee from the burnt pot, and tried to focus on the to-do list I’d scrawled on the whiteboard last night. None of it seemed urgent now, but I stared at it anyway, letting the sound of shattering tile above me soundtrack my slow drift back to earth.

A half hour in, Hank’s voice echoed down the stairwell. “June? Got a minute?”

I wiped my hands on a dish towel and made my way up, passing through the bedroom with its ransacked sheets, a visual reminder of just how far off-script my week had gone. The bathroom was a disaster zone—chunks of tile everywhere, dust like snow, and Hank crouched over a section of subfloor, headlamp glaring.

He looked up when I came in, and even through the mess, he managed a half-smile at my nakedness. “Don’t step here,” he warned, gesturing to a patch of warped plywood. “It’s holding, but just barely.”

I stayed put, peering at the spot. “Is it that bad?”

He pushed to his feet, brushing off his hands. “Worse than I hoped, honestly. The subfloor’s rotted through in two places—was probably leaking for years. If we don’t patch it, the new tile’s not gonna last - the first step and sag will crack it. And I found some pipes that are—well, see for yourself.”

He handed me a piece of corroded pipe, the metal flaking like stale pastry. I grimaced. “That’s… not good.”

“Nope,” he agreed, a little too cheerfully. “It’s fixable, but I’ll need a couple extra parts. Might add a day or two.”

I tried to keep my face neutral, but I could feel my jaw set. “What’s the damage?”

He glanced down at his notes, then back up, more apologetic than I expected. “Parts and labor, probably six hundred more than the quote. I’ll try to keep it lower, but—”

I felt my stomach drop. The “Vacation Fund” was already perilously thin, and even if I skipped groceries for a month, it wouldn’t cover a full six hundred. I did some silent math, staring at the ruined pipe in my hand, and tried not to panic.

Hank watched me for a moment, then tilted his head. “If it’s too much, we can patch it up cheap. But you can’t really ignore this—”

I shook my head, too fast. “No. I trust you.” I did, more than I should, and the admission made my cheeks burn. “I’ll… I’ll figure something out.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “I’m not trying to gouge you, June. If there’s another way—” He stopped, as if he’d already said too much.

I looked down, tracing circles on the rim of the ruined pipe. An idea popped, half-formed and wild, and I bit my lip before I could talk myself out of it.

“What if,” I started, and then had to clear my throat. “What if we—extended our arrangement?”

Hank arched an eyebrow. “Go on.”

I forced myself to look him in the eye. “You said it was common. Bartering. Services for services.” I felt a little ridiculous, but pushed forward anyway. “Instead of the extra six hundred, what if… I made it worth your while? While you’re working here?”

He blinked, then smiled, slow and wide, but not mocking. “But we already have that kind of arrangement.”

I looked him in the eyes and said, “Our agreement was one exchange for a day of labor. I know you’re doing a lot more, so will I. I was thinking something like, um, Free Use?”

He tilted his head slightly and said, “I’ve heard the kids use that term, but I’m not really sure…”

I adjusted my stance slightly, spreading my feet, holding my arms out to show my full nakedness. I watched his eyes widen "Anything you want, any time. You want to fuck me at lunchtime, I’ll do it. You want me to use my mouth while you grout, I’ll do it. I’ll stay naked all day so I’m always ready.”

His mouth hung open as he listened. I liked I had that effect on him. I grinned, and added, “But you take the risk in case we find any other structural problems, OK?”

His mouth closed, and he said, “Hmm, that’s a pretty big risk.”

I knew I had him as I chuckled, “And that’s a pretty big dick.”

“Free Use, hmm?”

“Yep,” I said, backing towards the bedroom. “Right now, if you want.”

He took a small step towards me and said, “This job will take a lot longer if we can do it whenever I want.”

I smiled and said, “That’s OK with me!”

His hand found my waist, warm and steady. “You’re trouble,” he said, but the words were pure delight.

“Is that a yes?” I pressed, heart thumping hard.

He kissed me, quick and hungry, a taste of everything waiting for us. “That’s a yes,” he said. “But for the record, I’d have done it, anyway.”

I rolled my eyes, relief fizzing through me, and kissed him back. “Liar.”

He laughed, brushing dust from my cheek with a thumb. “Maybe a little. But you’re worth it.”

We held there for a beat, grinning like idiots, then he broke away, already turning back to the subfloor. “I’ll get started on the repairs. I might take a break in a little bit.”

I nodded, “And I’ll be naked, waiting.”

Some debts, I thought, were worth every penny.

***

The next few days spun out in a pattern so intense and surreal I kept expecting to wake up and find it all undone. The house, always a little out of tune, took on a wild new rhythm—a heartbeat built from hammers, low laughter, and the shush of skin on skin.

Wednesday morning, I woke early again, jittery with anticipation. I dressed and took care of Jim’s breakfast, then walked him to the door. He gave me a peck, and poked at my project, “Today’s probably the day you find some horrible extra work.” He laughed like it was a joke and walked out.

I was so angry, I stripped right there inside the door, and waved through the front window, naked as the day I was born “And this is how I’m paying for it, baby.” He didn’t bother looking, already thinking about work and glancing at his phone.

By the time Hank’s truck rolled in, I’d already hung the clothing and had a cup of coffee ready, and padded barefoot down the hall, mug in hand, to meet him at the door.

He did a double-take—first at my naked body, then at my unapologetic grin. “You aiming to kill me?” he asked, voice already rough.

I laughed, “I want you to have choices: Coffee, cunt, or construction.”

“Sweet baby Jesus,” he exclaimed. “Shoot me if I ever pick coffee or construction.”

“Just saving time,” I said, leaning in for a kiss. He tasted like toothpaste and expectation.

We door barely closed before I’d pressed him against the wall, tugging at his belt with clumsy, greedy hands. He laughed, surprised by my sudden confidence, but didn’t fight it. Instead, he hoisted me up by the hips—just like in the movies, except with more grunting and a crash as my coffee mug hit the floor—and took me right there, over the living room sofa, the light of morning spilling around us.

Afterwards, he caught his breath and smoothed a hand through my hair. “That’s a hell of a start to the day.”

I wiped sweat from my brow and considered the spilled coffee. “You haven’t seen lunch break yet.”

As I bent to grab the cup and assess the spillage, I heard him behind me, “Oh dear God, you’re gonna kill me, and we’re never gonna get your bathroom finished if you bend like that again.”

I laughed, looking back at him staring at my naked ass.

***

The mornings set the pace, each one upping the ante. Thursday, I left a note on the door to let himself in. I waited in the bathroom, naked as usual, leaning against the roughed out wall. When he entered, I smiled, “I was looking at the studs, and realized that I was missing my favorite - the big black one.”

He chuckled, “You’re in a good mood, what’s on your mind?”

I stepped to him, looking into his brown eyes and said, “Fuck me.”

He grabbed me around the waist with one arm and carried me to the bedroom, placing his toolbox on the dresser, careful as always. He deposited me on the bed, grasped my knees, then buried his face between my legs, hands pinning my thighs wide, and made me come so hard I forgot my own name.

While I was recovering, he dropped his pants and entered me in one swift stroke. I had stretched to accommodate him, but he still felt so good inside of me. “Yes,” I whispered, “Do it, pound me like you did those tiles. Shatter me, Hank.” He finally let go, pumping into me with force, causing the bed to creak and my brain to melt. I was lost in orgasm when he grunted and filled me.”

When he recovered, he pushed himself up and pulled up his pants, looking at me the whole time. “Holy God, June. I’m never gonna finish.”

I laughed, thrilled at my power and the pure fun of it, “You just did finish. Inside me!” I giggled.

He smiled, shaking his head, then picked up his toolbox and headed back to our project. Our project, I thought. Him and me.

***

The work itself was moving well. By now, the bathroom was unrecognizable: the old tile gutted, the skeleton of new pipes gleaming through the stripped walls. Hank moved with quiet precision, every measurement and cut practiced, each problem handled without fuss. I watched him work, sometimes from the doorway, sometimes closer, handing him tools or running for water. He explained everything as he went, not talking down to me but as if I was his apprentice. I loved it—the feeling of being useful, the simple rhythm of our hands moving together, the way his smile would flicker every time our fingers touched.

Occasionally, he’d chide me for working naked. I told him I liked the freedom, and that I had promised him “free use.”

At one point, he turned to me and said, “Free Use doesn’t mean being naked all the time.”

I laughed, “It does to me. I want you to remember that I’m available. Anytime you want.”

“June, I’d be on you every other hour if I had my way, but your bathroom would never be finished.”

I smiled devilishly and said, “I’d be fine with you on me every other hour, or IN me,” I giggled.

He looked at me sternly, then his face softened and he said softly, “Damn, you are beautiful.”

“OK, all the fun aside, we’re behind because of the subflooring and additional plumbing,” he said, getting back to business. “Plus, the heated floor was a little more tricky than I expected. We definitely won’t finish this week. Probably Wednesday, maybe Thursday.”

“That’s OK,” I said, relieved that we’d have more time. The project had somehow become less urgent now that I had the days with Hank.

He surveyed the room, “Tub’s in, plumbing done. I”ll get the vanity placed and piped today, tile work should start tomorrow, finish Monday, Tuesday grout. Then fixtures.” He looked at me, “We need to finalize fixtures on Monday so I can have them by Wednesday.”

We broke the bed that afternoon, a leg snapping under the strain. He fixed it, of course, then fixed me, and by the time he left, I was certain: some things really did have to break before you could make them better.

***

While we worked, we’d talk about everything and nothing—music, movies, how he’d once rescued a raccoon from a crawlspace only for it to bite him straight through the glove. He was easy to be around, his jokes gentle, his silences never tense.

At the end of each day, we’d end up in bed. If we were too dirty, we’d shower together—me on my tiptoes, scrubbing the plaster dust from his back, him soaping my breasts and thighs with those massive hands; the water sluicing away every last reservation I had about any of it. He fucked me in the shower, against the wall, hands braced above my head, my legs wrapped around his waist. I’d never been so sore, or so happy to be sore.

Friday, at the end of the day, as we were cleaning up and Hank was pulling on clothes, ready to depart, I asked, “Do you work weekends?”

Hank chuckled, “Saturdays are college football, Sundays are the Lord’s days. Are you planning on working? There’s not a lot you can work on at this stage.”

I looked at him and said, “I’m still free use on Saturday and Sunday.” I grinned and added, “I could get on my knees on Sunday, just probably not in church.”

Hank's eyes widened, “Uh, what about your husband?”

I bit my lip as I ran my finger along his jawline, stopping at his sternum, “I’ll tell him I’m meeting with my contractor.” I tilted my head, “It won’t be a lie.”

“And, we’ll… what?”

I leaned up and gently kissed his lips, bringing my eyes in front of his “You’ll fuck my brains out all day long. No drywall, no hammers, no plumbing.” Suddenly I had a thought, giggling, “The only plumbing will be me cleaning your pipes.”

Hank shook his head. “Well, my address is on my estimates and card. If some hot little number should show up while I’m watching football, I guess I’ll have to make a choice.”

He kissed me and said, “It won’t be a hard choice.”

“I hope it’ll be hard,” I giggled.

Hank rolled his eyes as he headed out to his truck.

***

Saturday, I told Jim that I had another meeting with the contractor to talk through some “final touches” on the bathroom project. Jim’s only concern was that I did not spend more than I had saved. He didn’t even notice that I was wearing nothing under her long coat, carrying a small bag with clothing to return in.

I thought I’d surprise Hank. I was certain he’d know I was coming, but I wanted the time and dress code to be a surprise. I hadn’t been to his neighborhood before, and as I navigated the GPS, it became apparent that I was the whitest person there. It didn’t feel threatening; it was just that eyes followed me more than other places.

I pulled into the driveway behind Hank’s battered truck, and carefully worked my way out of the car, careful not to show off my nakedness to everyone. His neighbor across the street was sitting on the steps, watching me with no shame, as I mounted the few steps to his screen door and looked for a buzzer.

I waited nervously for Hank. My coat was unbuttoned, but held closed by my hands. Jim answered the door, wearing basketball shorts and a t-shirt. I realized then that he hadn’t really anticipated me coming.

When he opened the inside door, I carefully opened my coat so that he had a full display of my naked body through the screen door.

His eyes grew enormous and then darted about to see if anyone was looking. “Sweet Jesus,” he mumbled.

“I brought you something to eat,” I giggled.

Jim opened the screen door for me, as I carefully closed the coat so I didn’t flash the neighbors. I followed him inside, and as soon as he closed the inside door, I shed the coat, letting it fall to the ground, along with my bag.

I had a moment to look around at his modest house. It was small and sparsely decorated in browns and oranges. Homey but certainly not fashionable.

He turned to me and his eyes nearly popped out of his head as he saw me standing stark naked. “You, You.. Uh came.” he stuttered.

I giggled, “Not yet, but I hope I come a lot. And you do, too!” I looked around and said, “Which way to the bedroom?” I glanced at his easy chair, facing the TV, a game running. “Unless you’d like to fuck me while you watch the game?”

“Holy God, June. You’re crazy. What did you tell your husband?” he asked as his hand moved to my lower back, then slid down to my ass.

“I told him I was coming to see you. But I didn’t give him details,” I giggled, my natural reaction to nervousness.

Hank shook his head as he pulled me close, kissing me as I felt his erection poking. I grasped him and said, “I see you’re happy to see me?”

He picked me up and carried me to the bedroom, a small room filled with a full sized bed, smelling of Hank and soap.

As I spread my legs and held out my arms for him, I said, “I’m hoping for the best Saturday ever.”

Hank did not disappoint. He was gentle, but possessive, and had much more energy and stamina than I would have guessed. We certainly would never finish the project if he took me up on the “as often as you like” part of free use.

He finally admitted that he had to stop in the early afternoon. He smiled sweetly at me and said, “I’ve never had my balls ache like this before. You definitely bested me, pretty lady.”

I pulled on the sweats that I had packed, and we shared a warm kiss as I was leaving.

Hank said, “As much as this was wonderful, Sunday is the Lord’s day. I’ll be at church and then at my brother’s house for dinner. Don’t want you sitting on the porch in this neighborhood, waiting.”

I spent Sunday in the half-finished bathroom, thinking about Hank.

Chapter 6: New Territory

The next Monday, I surveyed the bathroom, assessing my dream bathroom so far. The vanity looked perfect, except for the holes where the fixtures would go. The tub was in, caulked, also with holes for Hank to finish.

I giggled as I leaned against the vanity, feeling the cold hardness with my naked ass. I held my coffee in one hand and touched myself with another. Sorry, bathroom, I have a hole for Hank to fill first!

I surveyed the half-finished tile; the wires waiting for lights and switches. As the hour approached for Hank’s arrival, I felt myself getting more and more aroused, and even jealous that the bathroom would get more attention than me today.

He arrived a little after nine, a cardboard box under one arm, a red plastic bucket in the other. He kicked the door shut behind him, a sheepish smile on his lips. “I love this job,” he said as he surveyed my nakedness. There was something thrilling, vulnerable, about waiting completely naked inside the front door. I always felt a thrill when he opened it, waiting for his expression, and secretly hoping someone would spy me from the street.

I grinned, feeling frisky this morning. “Funny how you start at 9:00. I always thought contractors started at the crack of dawn.”

He shrugged, already moving into the bathroom, setting down his things. “I like to get the full sleep. Keeps my hands steady.” His gaze flicked up, caught me staring at him, smiling. “Everything OK?”

I lowered to my knees, still smiling, “I want some cream.” He paused, looking down at me, his eyes betraying his surprise. I could see him weighing the project against pleasure. I tilted the scales, “Are you going to pass up having a pretty white wife sucking you off?”

Hank sighed contentedly and started undoing his pants. As I watched him push down his jeans and shorts, letting his enormous beautiful dick spring free, I said, “I thought about this all weekend.”

As I leaned forward and latched onto his cockhead, he asked, “Really?”

I nodded, then did my best to please him. I loved the way he moaned and encouraged me. I loved the feeling of his heavy heat in my hand and mouth. Even though I couldn’t really get him all the way down my throat, I got him off and swallowed and licked the rest from him as I looked up at his smile.

I climbed to my feet, “Oooh, that hard floor is not for this kind of work.”

He laughed, “That’s what knee pads are for. I use them for all the floor work.”

I kissed his cheek, “Maybe I’ll get some to work on you.”

He chucked, zipped up and got back to work.

He opened the box and started unloading: spools of wire, a roll of insulation, a slick pamphlet with glossy pictures of bathrooms so clean they looked like renderings. He thumbed through the pamphlet, holding it out so I could see. “I found the fixtures you listed. But there’s something else I want to run by you.”

He turned the pages, stopping at a spread showing a gleaming rainfall showerhead suspended over a marble slab. Next to it, a towel rack—sleek, gold, perfectly matched to the fixtures. “They’re doing all these upgrades now,” he said, tapping the page. “Heated towel racks. Integrated Bluetooth lighting. Even the showerheads come with different pressure settings. Premium stuff, but… it adds up.”

The unspoken part drifted between us: I didn’t have the money for “premium,” no matter how good the catalog made it look. I hesitated, chewing at the edge of my thumbnail. “I’d love it, but—”

He cut me off, gentle. “I know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you first.” He set the pamphlet down, smoothing it flat with his palm. “I can get them at cost. But it’d mean going a little over what we talked about. Not a lot, just… enough.”

I wanted to laugh and cry and scream all at once, because of course I wanted the upgrades. I’d spent hours daydreaming about a hot towel at the end of a shower, about standing under a waterfall instead of a dribble. But the jar in the kitchen was down to a handful of twenties and an embarrassing amount of change.

“I don’t know if I can swing it,” I said, voice small.

He looked at me for a long moment, eyes searching. “Doesn’t have to be money,” he said, and let the words settle.

I felt my cheeks burn, but I tried to play it cool. “You mean…?”

He grinned, a little more wolfish than before. “I figure, we already got our arrangement. If you want the premium stuff, maybe we… upgrade, too.” His eyes twinkled, but he kept his voice even, professional. “Only if you’re interested. I’m not gonna lean on you.”

I ran my fingers along the edge of the catalog, tracing the metallic sweep of the faucet. My heart did this little hiccup, like it couldn’t believe what it was hearing. “What kind of upgrade? I’m already available whenever you want…”

He leaned against the doorframe, hands folded in front of him, relaxed but watchful. “I was thinking maybe we try something new. Just once. Something a little more… special.”

I stared, all pretense of cool gone. “You mean—?”

He shrugged, as if asking about paint colors. “Anal.”

I coughed, more surprised than I should have been, given everything we’d already done. “Oh.”

He held up his hands, a mock defense. “You don’t have to decide now. Hell, you can say no, and I’ll still put in the showerhead.” He dropped his hands to his sides, voice softer. “But I wanted to put it out there. No surprises.”

The silence stretched, filled with the scent of new grout and tick of the clock. I felt my pulse in my throat, wrists, fingertips. My mind pinged between yes and no, shame and curiosity, over and over.

I looked at Hank—really looked. The set of his shoulders, the way he filled the doorway, the patience in his eyes. He wouldn’t force me, I knew that. If I said no, he’d still finish the job, still smile at me from across the kitchen table, still talk about raccoons in crawlspaces as if nothing had changed.

But part of me wanted to say yes, even if just to see if I could.

I pressed my lips together; the catalog creasing under my thumb. “I’ve never… done that before.”

He smiled, not smug but gentle. “We’ll take it slow. I promise you’ll enjoy it.”

My face was on fire, but I managed a shaky laugh. “You’re very sure of yourself.”

He winked. “I’m good at what I do.”

I bit my lip, eyes darting between the catalog and his face. “Can I think about it?”

“As long as you want,” he said, voice steady. “No pressure. But if you decide, let me know. I’ll have the fixtures ready either way.”

I nodded, setting the pamphlet back in its place. I wanted to bolt, to hide in the safety of a grocery run or a load of laundry, but instead I stood there, letting the possibility wriggle in my brain. Here I was, standing naked with him, his semen in my belly, and I felt like I should hide.

He picked up his bucket, ready to start the day’s work, but paused at the door. “You got good taste, June. Don’t sell yourself short.”

I watched him go, heart galloping, the catalog heavy in my hands.

By the time he’d finished setting the rest of the tiles, I’d read every word on the upgrades page. Twice.

***

I slept little that night. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the catalog page—rainfall showerhead, the promise of luxury, all tied up in the impossible neatness of Hank’s proposal. I’d never thought about “upgrading” in that way, not even in the fevered threads that sometimes surfaced on late-night forums. But now the thought curled around me, stubborn and hot, like the memory of a dream I couldn’t quite shake.

I woke up early, still feeling the edges of my indecision. If Hank noticed my answer the next day, he didn’t show it. He just carried in a pair of long, heavy boxes stamped with unfamiliar brand names and set them on the living room rug.

“Special delivery,” he said, voice light. “Brought the good stuff.”

I hovered at the bottom of the stairs, arms crossed tight under my chest, trying to play it cool. I’d spent the morning prepping like it was a job interview—shaving, lotion, even a spritz of the perfume I usually reserved for birthdays and funerals. My hair was clean and a little too shiny. I decided on clothing today. I’d gone with my safest option: black leggings and a long T-shirt, the kind that didn’t reveal much but didn’t hide anything, either.

He grinned at me from the entryway, eyes bright. “You ready?”

I nodded, more than a little shaky. “As I’ll ever be.”

We started in the bathroom, where the remains of the old towel bar drooped on a single screw, one of the last survivors of my fixture friends. Hank pried it loose, patched the drywall, and started laying out the new hardware. The heated rack was heavier than I’d expected—thick, gold bars, each one curved just so. He handed it to me as he measured, and I pretended not to notice the way the metal heated instantly in my grip.

“You watch any of those renovation shows?” he asked, eyes on the tape measure.

“Only when I’m bored,” I lied.

He smirked, setting a level on the wall. “My ex used to say those shows made her hate our house more. I think she just wanted a reason to buy throw pillows.”

I laughed, tension easing. “I’d kill for a new couch. But right now I’d settle for a shower that didn’t feel like a garden hose.”

He finished marking the drill points, then turned, arms folded, letting his gaze linger. “You’ll have one by the end of the day,” he promised. “You want to hand me those anchors?”

I did, stepping close enough to smell the faint citrus of his aftershave, or maybe just the fresh lemon cleaner he wiped the counters with. Our hands touched, brief but electric, and I pulled back quick, cheeks flushing.

He grinned, but said nothing. Just got to work, the drill buzzing loud and sharp in the little room. He pulled the wiring through the wall, connecting it into the open outlet box.

We moved in tandem: me holding the towel rack steady while he screwed it in; him pointing out the next step; me handing over tools from the battered blue case he’d set on the toilet lid. The work went fast, but not fast enough to outpace the awareness that hung in the air—every accidental brush of arms, every side-eye glance that lingered a second too long.

When the rack was finally up, gleaming and hot, he wiped his hands and nodded toward the door. “You want to test it?” he said, straight-faced.

I pressed my palm to the gold bar; it was already warm; the heat traveling up my arm and into my chest. I forced a laugh. “I guess this is the part where I say thank you.”

He stepped closer, the space between us shrinking to nothing. “You can, if you want.”

I didn’t back down, not even a little. Instead, I let my fingers run along the top bar, then turned, leaning against the rack. “So,” I said, heart hammering, “about that other upgrade…”

He cocked his head, waiting.

“I’m in,” I said, voice barely more than a whisper. “I want to try it.”

His eyes darkened, but his face stayed soft. “We don’t have to, if you changed your mind.”

“I haven’t,” I said. “Just… don’t laugh if I freak out.”

He smiled, that warm, patient smile. “Never.”

He reached out, brushing a strand of hair from my cheek, then let his hand linger at my jaw. He leaned in, slowly, giving me all the time in the world to bail out, and when I didn’t, his lips met mine—gentle, at first, then firmer, like a question answered. I melted, arms looping around his waist, the gold of the towel rack hot against my back.

He broke away, voice low. “Let’s go slow, okay?”

I nodded, suddenly nervous again, but hungry, too.

He led me to the vanity, turned me so I was facing the mirror. I caught my reflection—the wild eyes, the hair just a little frizzed from the humidity, the barest sheen of sweat on my upper lip. Hank stood behind me, his hands on my hips, grounding me.

“You trust me?” he asked, voice soft against my ear.

I swallowed, then nodded. “Yeah.”

He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small, unmarked squeeze tube, then met my eyes in the glass. “If you want to stop, just say so. I mean it.”

I bit my lip, nerves fighting with anticipation. “Okay.”

He eased my leggings down, slow and methodical, baring my ass to the cool air of the bathroom. He massaged a dollop of lube onto his fingers, then warmed it between his hands before touching me, soft and careful. At first, it just felt strange—slick, cold, too intimate—but his hands never rushed, just circled and pressed until my body got used to it. He worked a finger in, and I tensed, but he paused, waited until I relaxed before moving again.

“That’s it,” he murmured, his free hand stroking my hip. “You’re doing great.”

I braced both hands on the edge of the sink, eyes locked on my reflection. My face was flushed, lips parted, a bead of sweat rolling down my temple. The sensation was overwhelming—not pain, exactly, but a pressure that threatened to swallow all my thoughts.

“Breathe,” he said, and I did, filling my lungs until the nerves eased.

He added a second finger, working them slowly, scissoring and twisting until I gasped, surprised by how much it hurt and didn’t hurt at the same time. After a few minutes, though, the ache faded, replaced by a weird, buzzing pleasure that made my knees weak.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said, almost laughing, “but you better not stop now.”

He chuckled, kissed the back of my neck, then lined himself up. I felt the blunt head of his cock press against me, slick with lube, and I tensed, almost pulling away. But his hands were there, steady, coaxing.

“Push back, if you want,” he said, voice a rumble. “Go at your own pace.”

I did—slow, careful, letting him in a fraction at a time. It burned, then ached, then… something shifted. He held still, letting me adjust, and when I finally looked up, my face in the mirror was a stranger’s: bold, eyes shining, mouth curved in a fierce little smile.

He moved, just a little, and the feeling ratcheted up. I squeezed the sink, knuckles white, but didn’t tell him to stop. In fact, I wanted more—more of the stretch, more of the way it made me feel owned and wild at the same time.

He started to fuck me in earnest, slow and deep, his hips slapping against my ass. I whimpered, the sound echoing off the tile, but I didn’t care. I could see everything—the way his hands looked, huge on my waist, the flush creeping up my chest, the raw need in my eyes.

“Oh my god,” I gasped, barely believing how good it felt.

He leaned forward, lips at my ear. “You’re perfect,” he whispered.

He drove into me harder, and I nearly sobbed with relief. I felt every inch, every pulse, every jolt of pleasure as he fucked me right there against the sink. When I finally came, it was like falling—my whole body went limp, the world blurring out, just the sound of his voice and the heat of his skin holding me together.

He finished a minute later, careful not to crush me, then eased out, kissing my neck and smoothing my hair.

“You okay?” he asked, voice tender.

I couldn’t speak, just nodded, tears prickling my eyes for no reason I could name. I turned to him, and he wiped my cheek with his thumb, grinning.

“You did amazing,” he said.

I laughed, weak with the aftershocks. “You better not tell anyone,” I said.

He zipped up, then cleaned up the mess with a handful of tissues, as practical as ever. I stayed by the sink, catching my breath, watching the way my hands still trembled.

He moved to the boxes in the hall, pulling out the next upgrade: the rainfall showerhead, sleek and gold to match the towel rack. “We’re making good progress,” he said, voice lighter than before. “If you want, you can watch me put this one in, too.”

I did, settling onto the closed toilet lid, feeling the newness of my body and the certainty that something fundamental had changed between us. He worked in silence, but every so often, he’d glance over his shoulder and catch my eye, the same hungry spark as before.

When he finished, the bathroom was almost perfect: new fixtures, a new light, and the lingering scent of lemon and sex. I ran my hands over the heated rack, then looked up at him.

“Thank you,” I said, and meant it.

He smiled, wiping his hands on a rag. “Anytime, June.”

I watched him pack up his tools; the sun streaming through the window and catching the flecks of dust in the air.

“Don’t test the shower until the grout’s done, OK?” he warned.

For the first time since the renovations began, I felt like I actually belonged in this house.

***

By Friday, the bathroom was a handful of screws, a light, and faucets away from being done. I woke up early, unable to stay in bed, a humming undercurrent of anticipation in my blood. I didn’t bother with clothes—just shrugged into my favorite bathrobe, the one with the fraying sash and the faded blue stripes, and made coffee while the sky was still gray.

The morning sun caught the mist on the lawn, and I watched it brighten as I sipped, feeling the soft fleece of the robe against my bare skin. I should have felt self-conscious, but I felt… powerful. As if the air in the house was lighter, the walls a little further apart, like I could finally stretch without worrying about what Jim would say about it.

Hank’s truck rolled up a little after nine, right on time, and he hoisted a small cardboard box as he strode to the front door. He paused on the mat, giving me a once-over when I opened up, and smiled wide.

“Didn’t get the dress code memo,” he said, eyebrows raised. “But I like it.”

I cinched the robe a little tighter and let the collar fall open just enough to show some shoulder. “I figured it’d be easier access for payments.”

He laughed, loud and easy, then held up the box. “This is the last piece. You ready to finish?”

I nodded, feeling heat gather under my skin, a mix of nerves and expectation. “Let’s do it.”

The bathroom was transformed: walls gleaming, the double vanity set in place, the towel rack radiating low heat. The new vanity faucets sat on the counter, still boxed, and the only sign of the old space was a patch of scuffed tile near the baseboard, which Hank promised to cover with trim.

He set his tools on the floor and glanced up at me, more serious now. “How are you feeling?”

I met his gaze, let the silence build, then closed the gap between us in two slow steps. “Confident,” I said, and I meant it.

He grinned, but didn’t make the first move. He let me lead, and I did—reaching for his hand, guiding it inside the folds of the robe. My heart pounded, but it wasn’t fear; it was the wild certainty that this was mine to want.

I kissed him first, standing on my tiptoes, fingers twisting in his shirt. He tasted like mint and dust, the roughness of his beard scraping my cheek as I pressed my hips to his. He didn’t rush, just let his hands settle at my waist, then lower, palming the bare curve of my ass.

I broke the kiss and looked him dead in the eye. “I want to try it again,” I said. “This time, I want you to go deeper, harder.”

He made a sound low in his throat, somewhere between a laugh and a groan. “You’re the boss,” he said.

We didn’t bother with the bedroom—just turned, right there, and I braced my hands on the cool marble of the vanity. I wanted to see us again. He tugged the sash loose and let the robe fall open, exposing me to the bright, new light from the window. I loved the way I looked, flushed and bold and not even pretending to be shy.

He lubed up, working me with slow, practiced hands, taking his time to open me up. I met every touch, rocking back against his fingers, eager for more. When he pressed in, I gasped at the stretch but didn’t flinch; I wanted the fullness, the way it made me feel split and remade.

He fucked me slow, both hands tight on my hips, his cock pressing deeper than I thought possible. I caught my reflection in the mirror, hair wild, mouth open, eyes glazed with want. He moved faster, the slap of skin against skin echoing in the tiled room, and I matched his rhythm, bracing my feet and pushing back on him with everything I had. “Harder,” I whispered.

When I came, it was a shock—my whole body locked up, pleasure rolling through me in hot waves. He cursed, lost control, and emptied inside me, hips jerking hard before he finally stilled.

We stayed like that for a minute, both of us panting, then he pulled out slowly, holding me steady while I found my balance. I straightened up, catching my breath, and glanced over my shoulder. He was smiling, that same gentle warmth as always.

“You okay?” he asked.

I wiped a bead of sweat from my brow and grinned. “Better than okay.”

He helped me back into the robe, then pressed a kiss to my temple. “You get the premium package today.”

I snorted, feeling ridiculous and perfect at the same time.

We finished the bathroom together—him wiring the new light fixture, me reading the instructions aloud, holding the ladder steady while he climbed up to attach the mount. The light, when it finally flicked on, was blinding at first, then softened, turning the room from harsh clinical to spa-level serene. As he attached the faucets, I ran my hand along the edge of the new mirror, catching the way the gold accents shimmered.

“Looks amazing,” I said.

He stepped back, dusted his hands on his jeans, and stood beside me. “You did most of it,” he said, and I almost believed him.

We lingered in the doorway, neither wanting to be the first to leave. I traced the line of the towel rack, felt the radiant heat seep into my fingers.

“Thank you,” I said, not just for the work.

He cocked his head, reading between the lines. “You happy with the upgrades?”

I smiled, a slow, lazy thing. “Worth every bit of the extra effort.”

He leaned in, voice low. “Anytime you want more, you know where to find me.”

I watched him gather his tools, listened to the steady rhythm of his boots on the stairs. When the front door closed, the house was quiet, but not empty.

I stood in the new bathroom, admiring the way the fixtures caught the light, the way my skin looked against the white and gold. I ran my hands along the countertop, the towel rack, the new and perfect showerhead. Everything gleamed.

For the first time in a long time, I loved every inch of this space.

I stood naked in the middle of the room, watching myself in the mirror. I chuckled, then said out loud, “See this, bathroom?” as I pointed to my furry patch. “This is what bought you!”

I turned on the water, let it run hot, and stepped into the spray, closing the door behind me.

Chapter 7: One Last Time

Saturday morning, I woke before my alarm, body taut as a clothesline in high wind, heart already thudding out the tempo of the day. Outside, the world still drowsed in the early-morning haze, but I was wide awake—wired, restless, hungrier than I’d been in months. I let the luxury of the new bathroom wash over me: the pristine tile underfoot, the subtle golden glow of the mirror lights, the rainfall showerhead that turned every rinse into a spa day. I lingered under the hot spray longer than I needed to, shaving, scrubbing, even exfoliating, until my skin buzzed.

Back in the bedroom, I padded naked across the new rug and perched on the edge of the bed, letting my body air-dry while I plotted my next move. For once, the closet didn’t feel so dull. I picked out my favorite lingerie set—a pale lavender, soft and stretchy, nothing like the utilitarian cotton Jim preferred. Over it, I pulled the silky blue robe. It slipped over my skin like a whisper. If I cinched the sash just so, it hinted at everything and promised more, the hem landing mid-thigh and swishing with every step. I swiped mascara, dabbed a little balm on my lips, and even dusted my collarbone with highlighter, because if you’re going to be ridiculous, do it properly.

I stuffed sweatpants and a top into my large purse, slipped on some flats, then headed to the coatrack, where I shrugged into my overcoat. Jim was out back, ranting into his cellphone about something or the other. I slid out the front door, climbed into my car, and was gone. I had left a note on the counter saying I was seeing the contractor for final closeout.

As I navigated the roads, I chuckled to myself, thinking this was a final “open up” rather than a closeout. Jim didn’t care - he seemed more angry than happy when he saw the final bathroom, not even complimenting me on the design, “That’s nice,” was his only comment. If he cared that little about it, then he shouldn’t care about how I had bartered for the work. Why should he care that an old black man had pumped me full of more orgasms in a week than he had in a year?

I pulled up to Hank’s house, ignoring all the eyes, and strode to his door, punching the bell.

Hank greeted me at the door, possibly with the same football watching outfit as last week: shorts, t-shirt, smile.

As he opened the door, I opened my coat.

He took in the robe, the bare legs, and grinned, his eyes twinkling under the heavy dark brows. He opened the screen door, smoothing his hair with one hand. “Morning, Ms. Barker,” he said, voice rich and easy as always. “You look like you’ve got something up your sleeve.”

“I’ve got nothing up my sleeve,” I said, flashing a mischievous smile. “I wanted to give you a proper tip for all your hard work.”

His gaze sharpened, but the smile never faded. “Oh, yeah? Wasn’t expecting that. Most folks just write a Yelp review.”

“I’m old-fashioned,” I said, stepping aside to let him in. “And this job deserves something special.”

The moment the door closed, he looked at me—really looked, touching me everywhere with his eyes as I let the coat slip off of me, showing my robe and the sneaky lingerie. He came close, slow, as if giving me a chance to run, then gently cupped my jaw with both hands, his thumbs tracing the line of my cheekbones. He kissed me, soft at first, then deeper, his tongue insistent and warm. I melted, letting my hands slide up his chest, feeling the heat of him through the rough flannel. He tasted like coffee and wind.

I pulled away just enough to murmur, “Bedroom.” My voice sounded different, husky and unfamiliar, but he heard the command in it and followed, his hand never leaving the small of my back.

We barely made it through the doorway before I spun, pressing him against the wall. His eyes widened, surprised, but he let me have the lead. I pulled off his t-shirt, revealing the dark, freckled skin and the salt-and-pepper dusting of hair across his chest. I paused, tracing the ridge of his collarbone, then leaned in to kiss the spot just below his Adam’s apple, where I could feel his pulse leap.

“You’re different today,” he said, voice a gravelly rumble.

“This is what a proper bathroom does to a woman,” I said, hands sliding around him to hold his waist. “I wanted you to be the first to experience me.”

“Your turn,” he said, tugging gently at the sash of my robe.

I let him pull it open; the fabric slipping off my shoulders and pooling around my elbows. He made a sound low in his throat, half-laugh, half-growl, and palmed both breasts at once, fingers splaying to test their weight. With the same controlled care that he used in his trade, he removed the lavender lingerie, gently placing the pieces on his dresser.

He bent to take one nipple in his mouth, sucking soft at first, then with more pressure, tongue flicking in tight circles. My body arched, involuntary, and I gasped. He switched to the other, giving it equal attention, then trailed kisses up my throat, along my jaw, finally claiming my mouth again.

I pushed his shorts down, amused by the frayed waistband and the faded brand logo. Underneath, he was already hard, thick and bobbing, a flush spreading from root to tip. I wrapped my hand around it, stroking slowly, and felt him shiver against me.

“You’re in charge,” he said, and there was no mockery in it, just trust.

I guided him to the bed, nudging him to sit. The mattress dipped under his weight, and I straddled his lap, pressing him between my thighs. I rocked gently, letting the heat build, feeling the slickness gather. I kissed him again, hands buried in his hair, then pulled back and lined him up, teasing the tip through my folds.

“Don’t tease,” he said, a laugh buried in the words.

I slid down, taking him inch by inch, savoring the stretch and fullness. He filled me completely, and I let myself sink into it, grinding my hips in slow, greedy circles. He groaned, hands clamping on my ass, but let me set the rhythm. I wanted to remember this, the pleasure, the thrill of taboo.

It was nothing like the frantic, stolen moments of the past week. This was slow, patient, a long savoring. I rode him, unhurried, watching the play of pleasure across his face, the way his jaw clenched and released. He kneaded my ass, then my hips, then reached up to grasp both breasts, thumb stroking my nipples until I shuddered.

I lost track of time, of everything except the slick sound of our bodies and the low, rough encouragements he whispered—“Good girl,” “Just like that,” “You feel so fucking good.” Every time I came, it rolled through me like a wave, leaving me more sensitive, more needy, more desperate for the next. He held back, letting me take everything I wanted, until I was a mess of sweat and trembling muscles.

When I finally couldn’t take more, I buried my face in his neck and begged. “Please. I want to feel it. All of it.”

He lifted me, braced his feet on the floor, and drove up into me, hard and deep, the pressure building until he groaned and came, filling me with a hot rush that pushed me over again, my body clenching around him.

We collapsed backward, tangled in each other, breath coming ragged and sharp. I sprawled across his chest, cheek pressed to the salty heat of his skin, and let the aftershocks ripple through me. He stroked my back, fingers tracing lazy patterns, and for a long time, neither of us spoke.

Eventually, I rolled off, limbs boneless, and curled against his side. “I think that counts as a five-star review,” I said, voice soft and a little hoarse.

He laughed, deep and rumbling, then kissed the top of my head. “Best tip I’ve ever gotten.”

We lay there, basking, as the morning sun slid through the window and lit up the entire room. It felt like being inside a photograph—frozen in golden light, everything perfect and impossible.

I finally let reality creep in, so I slid out of bed and pulled the sweats from my bag. “I have to leave, unfortunately.”

“You want a shower?” he asked, propped on one arm, watching me.

“Ha! No way! No offense, but I’ve got the world’s most beautiful bathroom waiting for me. No way I’m missing a chance to use it.”

“True. You enjoy that, Mrs. Barker. You did an amazing job.” I looked at him and he winked, “You’re amazing at everything.”

I stuffed my robe and lingerie into the bag, trying to resist the urge to stay. All projects must end.

As I headed for the door, he called after me, “You ever need anything,” he said, “you know how to find me.”

I headed home, equally pulled back to Hank, and forward to my gorgeous dream project. When I got home, the house was quiet, but it didn’t feel empty. Not anymore.

I went directly to the  bathroom—my bathroom—where everything gleamed and glowed. I turned on the shower, just to listen to the waterfall. I would wait to wash away the last traces of Hank. I perched on the edge of the tub and let the steam rise around me, curling my toes against the warm tile.

It was all mine, now. My fantasy retreat. I closed my eyes, letting the quiet settle in, and started to dream about what I’d renovate next.
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If you love stories about wives succumbing to taboo urges, you should love the stories in the Blacked Wives  series. Stories of wives seducing black lovers, being seduced by big black men, or given by their husbands to be used and stretched. Each is a standalone story of heated conversions.
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The Black Bull’s Wives: A Neighborhood's Dark Bargain

They moved for peace, but found a hidden world of temptation. When Greg and Wendy stumble into the discreet, thrilling scene of their neighbors , an innocent foray into swinging spirals into something far more dangerous and deliciously binding.

Kenny, with his magnetic allure and undeniable power, introduces them to a lifestyle where wives are shared, and every boundary is blurred. But as Wendy delves deeper into this erotic underworld , she uncovers a secret that flips her world upside down: Kenny isn't just a swinger; he's a master of desire , orchestrating a lucrative trade in neighborhood wives.

Instead of repulsion, a new, thrilling desire awakens within Wendy. She sees a path to ultimate liberation, convincing Greg to completely surrender her to Kenny's will, to be his primary property.

What could possibly be in it for Greg? A shocking, irresistible side benefit: as Wendy embraces her new life with Kenny, three of the "owned" women, now free to explore their own desires under Kenny's banner, move in with Greg. His home transforms into a haven of shared pleasure, while Wendy, happy that Greg has found his own version of bliss, revels in being Kenny's most prized possession.

Contains themes of interracial sex, group sex, a black bull, cuckoldry, cheating wives, public sex, bisexual acts and prostitution.
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Julie Loaned Out: Beginnings of a Slutty Wife

Happily married Julie and Jim meet their new neighbors, and Julie thinks of more than just dinner and drinks after she meets the handsome married neighbor. Jim urges his wife to cheat with the older man, and Julie gives in, releasing a slutty side of herself she never imagined.

Turned on by his wife's first reluctant adventure, Jim 'loans' her to the neighbor for the day, with the instructions that she ' do whatever he wants. ' Julie agrees and completely gives herself over to being a slut, even risking pregnancy with this new man while her husband encourages her. She surprises herself at the emotions and urges unleashed by giving herself to a near stranger.
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Wife’s Secret Interracial Career

Erika was bored with her life and job, and her friend Linda had the perfect solution: A side hustle as a model with a new name and look: Ivory White, with hair and skin to match.

I was thrilled that my wife was spreading her wings and filling herself with confidence chasing this new career. She spent more and more time modeling, until she found a new agency and a new friend, both of whom promised to broaden her horizons, leveraging her exotic looks.

When Erika was being secretive about her new job, I did some snooping and found that she was spreading more than her wings, and was being filled not with confidence, but with black studs. Now I knew why she was so secretive.

I wondered when she would tell me, if ever, and if she would ever find a scene that she wouldn’t do. It seemed that she loved the work more than she loved me, or was it something else?
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Caylee, Laid of Honor. A Wife’s Interracial Revenge

Caylee was in a failing marriage, miserable with her husband and lack of sex life. A trip to London for her sister’s wedding was the perfect break.

When Caylee met Jenni’s fiance, Jimmy, she was surprised at how attractive her new black husband was. She was equally floored by Jenni’s black boyfriend, who was Jimmy’s best mate.

After Jenni explained their open marriage, she offered Jimmy as a loaner bedmate. As Jimmy’s friends regularly stopped by to hook up with Jenny, Caylee became so aroused that she couldn’t resist, and took her sister’s cuckold fiance to bed.

To her surprise, Jenni was happy to share, and offered other men to her sister. How far would Caylee go to get even with her cheating husband and satisfy her newfound hunger for large black men?
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