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The thermometer went off at ten past six, the same soft double-beep it had made every single morning for the best part of two and a half years. Erin's hand came out from under the duvet and found it by feel before her eyes were open. She didn't sit up — she never did. She'd read once that you were supposed to take it before you moved, before your feet touched the floor, before anything. So she took it lying flat on her back with the covers to her chin, the little glass stick under her tongue, staring quietly at the ceiling and waiting for the second beep that meant it was done. Then she tilted it to the grey light coming round the curtain, read the number, and thumbed it carefully into the app on her phone. A dot on a chart, another one, low down where the line stayed flat.

I lay beside her, awake, like most mornings. Five years married, coming up on six, and I still liked looking at her before any of the day's business started. Her hair was a light brown she kept clipped up neatly for work, but it was down now, spread across the pillow and half over her face. She blew a bit of it off her mouth without letting go of the thermometer. She's not tall, and she's soft through the middle — she gives me grief about it and I've never once minded — full chest, a proper handful, the real thing, and a good round arse she kept hidden under cardigans all week. She slept in an old t-shirt of mine and it had ridden up in the night. I lay there looking at the bare curve of her hip and the heavy weight of her behind under the thin cotton, and my cock stirred lazily against her thigh before I'd woken up enough to feel bad about it.

The beep came, and she took the stick out and read it.

"Nothing yet. Low still," she said.

"Early days in the month."

"I know." She put the phone face-down and lay there another minute with her eyes shut. Then she was up, and the day had her, and the trying shrank back to just the temperature and the app and the two chairs we'd both sit in that afternoon at half past three.

We'd known something was off for a while. Not off with her — she was fine, everything about her was fine, they'd checked. Off with the numbers. I'd done the sample in a room at the clinic with a magazine and a plastic pot months back, and got a result that used a lot of careful words. Then I'd done a second one, because the first was so far outside what they expected that they wanted to run it again. The second appointment was Mr. Whitfield, the consultant, a tall unhurried man with reading glasses pushed up on his head, and he had the second result in a folder on the desk when we came in and he didn't make us wait for it.

"So it's confirmed what the first test suggested," he said gently. He had a way of talking that was kind and completely level at the same time, no hurry in it, no drama. "There's a term for it. Non-obstructive azoospermia. In plain terms it means there's no sperm reaching the sample, and it isn't a blockage we can go in and clear — the production side itself isn't happening the way it should." He waited a moment. "I'm sorry. I know that's a hard thing to hear in a sentence."

Erin had gone very still beside me with her hands folded on her bag. "Is there anything—" she started, and stopped, and squared her hands on the bag. "What are the options. From here."

He went through them the way I go through a repair estimate with a customer at the desk — the honest version, the thing itself and then the cost of the thing. There was a surgical route, he said — they'd go and look for usable cells directly. He wanted to be straight with us about the odds in a case like mine, and they were low, and even if it worked it fed into IVF with an injection technique that carried its own price tag, which he quoted once, flat. There was donor sperm through the clinic, too, with a per-cycle cost and a waiting list he also named. He wrote nothing down as if it were a decision; he just laid it all out plainly and then he stopped and let us have it.

"You don't decide anything today," he said. "There's no clock on this. Go home, sit with it."

He printed the letter for our records and handed it across, two pages. I folded it in half and then in half again and put it in the inside pocket of my jacket without reading it. We shook his hand and thanked him, which was a strange thing to be doing, and went out through the waiting room, past the water cooler and the other couples not looking at each other, and out to the car.

I drove, and Erin turned the radio off about a mile in, without a word, and it stayed off. We came home the long way down the M-road, the pages in my jacket on the back seat. I kept my eyes on the road and my hands where they belonged, and I had nothing to say that was any use to either of us.
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The letter lived in the kitchen drawer after that, the deep one where the takeaway menus and the spare fuses went, folded under her shopping pad. I put it there myself the first evening and it didn't come out again. The folic acid stayed exactly where it had always been, the blister pack next to the kettle, and every morning Erin popped one out and took it with her tea like she had since we'd first started trying. We just left it there. Moving it would have meant saying out loud why we were moving it, and neither of us wanted to, so it stayed put.

The spare room stayed shut, full of boxes we'd shoved in there over the years — old uni folders, the exercise bike, the stuff we'd carried from the last place and never opened. Somewhere along the line we'd started calling it the nursery, the room we'd clear out when there was finally a reason to. Now there wouldn't be one, so it went on being a box room, shut. Ruth's invitation was still on the fridge under a magnet, a kids' party in balloon writing. Ruth is Erin's little sister, younger by three years, two kids already and a third she kept saying she wasn't ruling out, and she'd fallen pregnant both times about as easily as anyone I've ever known. She didn't know a thing about it, and Erin wasn't going to tell her. We'd go to the party and stand in her garden with a paper plate each and be genuinely glad for her, because we were.

Erin is the organiser. She's a teaching assistant at Marsh Lane, Year 2, the reading corner, and she runs our house like she runs thirty six-year-olds, which is with lists — there's one for everything. That week they stopped. She'd sit at the table with the pad and the pen and not write anything, and I'd watch her not writing it, and I think that was the worst of it — not the letter, but Erin with a pen in her hand and nothing to put on the paper.

I went back to work because that's what there was to do. I'm the service manager at a dealership out on the ring road, which means I stand at a desk all day and tell people what's wrong with their cars and what it's going to cost to put right. That's the whole job. Something comes in broken, I find out what it needs, I price it, and I fix it. Thursday I had a bloke in about a warranty claim, going on at me about his gearbox, and I stood there nodding and quoting him a figure, and out of nowhere there it was, the thought I'd been keeping down all week. Thirty-three years old. I could price that repair to the penny, and the one job the manual called standard equipment I couldn't do at all, because I was firing blanks. I didn't say it to anyone. Jamie on the parts counter would've had it round the whole workshop by dinner. I just took it home in my chest with everything else.

It was Erin who found the way through, in the end, because of course it was. Wednesday of the second week I came down and she was curled on the settee with her laptop and a mug going cold, and she had that look she gets when a plan's started to form.

"I've been reading," she said. She didn't look up. "There's a forum. Women who've — couples who've been where we are." She scrolled, chewing the inside of her cheek. "And some of them didn't use a clinic for it. For a donor, I mean. They did it… I don't know how to say it without it sounding mad. Privately. With someone they'd met and checked out properly."

I sat down next to her. "Checked out how?"

"Properly. References, health screening, all of it. Like… okay, it does sound mad when I hear myself." She laughed, not really a laugh. "There's a site. It's just profiles. I don't want to actually do anything. I only wanted to see if it was a real thing or if I'd made it up."

"You didn't make it up if it's got a website," I said, and she smiled at that, the first proper one in a fortnight, and tilted the screen so I could see it too.
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We took the laptop up to bed. That wasn't a decision either, not really; it was just the kind of thing to look at with the door shut and the lamp low, not downstairs with the curtains open. So we went up, and Erin got in beside me and balanced it on the duvet across both our laps, and the screen was the only light on us.

It really was just profiles. Photographs, a paragraph each, a row of little grey ticks down the side for the things that had been checked — ID, health screen, the rest. She scrolled slowly and read a couple out under her breath, half to me and half to herself, the way she reads the class register.

"This one's thirty-eight. Two kids of his own, so, proven, it says." She scrolled. "This one didn't put a photo. I'm not — no. If you won't put a photo up I'm not messaging you." She kept going, and then she slowed, and stopped.

He was near the top. Twenty-four, it said, which was the youngest on the page by a distance. A sports science degree he was nearly finished, and some coaching work, and he'd been a sprinter before that — it showed in the photo, the long build, the shoulders on him, the way tall runners are put together. Two confirmed births next to his name and both grey ticks filled in green. Devon. She didn't read this one out loud. She just looked at it, and I looked at her looking at it, and it went straight through me and settled low down, the plain animal fact of it, my cock filling under the sheet before I'd decided anything about whether I was allowed to feel it.

I could have let it pass, and I nearly did. Then I rubbed the back of my neck and said it.

"I have to tell you something, and I need you to let me get it out before you say anything. That —" I nodded at the screen, at the photo, at him. "That does something to me. Him there, and you thinking about him." I made myself keep going. "And it's not the diagnosis that did it. I want to be honest with you because you were honest with me. It was there before any of this. Before the clinic, before the letter. I'd get a version of it in my head and I'd push it down because it never had to be anything. And now it might actually happen, and I couldn't sit here and let you think it started this week."

She was quiet for a moment, and I didn't jump in to fill it.

"Okay," she said. Then, softer, "Okay. Thank you for… yeah." And she reached over and shut the lid halfway, not all the way, just enough to take the light down, and she turned to me under the covers and kissed me softly, and we stopped talking.

She was already moving when she got a leg over mine, up against me, her mouth on my jaw and then on my mouth, her breathing quick and low. I got a hand down between us and she was wet, properly wet, more than I'd have thought for a Wednesday in the middle of the worst fortnight we'd had, and she pushed herself onto my fingers with a little grunt. I know her body better than I know anything. I found her clit and worked it slowly, two fingers in her pussy and my thumb where she likes it, and she went hot and slippery around my hand and started to clench, her hips chasing it. She had a hand round my cock the whole while, gripping, working me until I ached with it, until I was as hard as I get.

"God, I need your cock in me. Right now. Please," she said against my ear, low and blunt, the voice she keeps for the bedroom.

I got over her and pushed into her in one long go, and she was tight and slick and hot and let out a shaking breath against my shoulder as I sank in to the root. It was the old way, the two of us, nothing in the room but us. I held myself up on my arms and watched her face and the flush coming up her throat while I fucked her, her tits moving with every stroke, her nipples tight, her mouth open, and she wrapped her legs tightly round my back. "Fuck, that's it. Right there — don't stop," she breathed. We said not a word about the laptop lying shut-not-shut on the covers by our knees. I came in her before she was there, buried deep, and she made a low sound at the feel of it. Then I stayed put and got my hand back down and worked her clit until she came too, hard, clamping round me and gripping my wrist and shaking. She went loose under me, her hair stuck to her forehead and her chest heaving.

Afterwards she lay on my chest and the house was quiet. The laptop was closed on the nightstand now; one of us had moved it there without saying so.

"They call it the natural route. On the site. That's the word they use. Natural," she said into my chest, like she'd been turning the words over while I got my breath back.

"I know — I saw them."

"I'm not saying anything yet." Her hand lay flat on my sternum. "I just wanted to say the word out loud once and hear how it sounded."

"How did it sound?"

She didn't answer for a while. Then she reached up and turned the lamp off, and in the dark she said, "Like something we might actually do," and left it shut where it was, his profile still up on the screen behind the lid.
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The clinic had put a number on it, and Erin had printed the number out.

It was on the kitchen table when I got in from work that Friday, one sheet squared up hard against the edge, her tea going cold beside it. Donor sperm through them — a cost per attempt, and a waiting list measured in months, both figures marked over in yellow highlighter. She'd clearly been sitting with it a while before I came in. I could see that much.

"Right." I put the kettle on and came and sat down on the same side as her, both of us round on the one side with the sheet between us and the wood. "Go on. Talk me through where your head's at."

"Okay." She turned the paper so it faced me square. "So that's their route. That's what it costs, and that's how long we wait. And I keep looking at it, and… I honestly don't know how to put this part without it sounding like it's about money, because it truly isn't." She pressed her thumb flat on the page. "It's a lot. And it's months. And at the end of all the months it's still a room with a magazine in it and a nurse knocking on the door. It's a stranger's, out of a freezer, and I get to know exactly one thing about him, which is a form."

"And the other way you'd know everything."

"The other way I'd know everything. That's the… yeah." She lined the page up again, though it hadn't moved. "I want it to happen in our own bed. Is that mad? I'd want it to be ours, in our house, not a procedure. If we're going to do the maddest thing we've ever done, it should at least feel like us doing it and not like a hospital appointment we turned up to."

I said the practical part first, because that's what I'm for. "Then we do the natural route properly. Same as anything. What it needs, what it costs, how we make it safe. We can price mad." That got half a smile out of her. Then I made myself say the rest, because we'd quietly settled it that first night without ever settling it out loud, that we didn't do the thing where one of us carried something around on their own. "And the other bit… what I told you upstairs. That's still true, and it's sat in the room with us, and I want it said plain that it's part of why we're going this way."

She was quiet a second. "I know it is. And it's in the room a little for me as well, if we're being honest about all of it." She said it plainly, no fuss on it, the way she'd tell me a fact about the boiler. Hearing my wife say that out loud, even that flat, had me stiffening where I sat, and I made myself hold still against it. "But we're not going to keep getting it back out and turning it over and being weird. It's just a true thing about us now. It goes on the pile with the other true things." That was Erin all over. "Everything spoken, though. That's the thing I want first, before any of the rest. Both of us, all of it, out loud, to each other's face. If there's a thing one of us can't say to the other, then that's the thing we don't do. That's the rule, and it isn't one of the ones we get to discuss."

"Agreed. That's the rule."

"Say it back, so I know you heard it and didn't just want your tea."

"Nothing happens that we haven't both said out loud." I meant it, and she could see I meant it. "You've got my word. And I'll hold you to it and all, so don't you go quiet on me in three weeks."

"Okay." She nodded, once, and that part was put away. Then, more softly: "You're not just saying yes because you can see I want it… are you? I need it to be a real yes."

"You're checking I'm sure." I turned the sheet face-down so the yellow wasn't between us any more. "I'm sure. Genuinely sure, not just sure to keep you happy. Ask me again on a Tuesday and you'll get exactly the same answer."

She picked her tea up, found it stone cold, and set it down again without drinking any. "Then we start," she said. "We only look. And if it's all strange men and it feels wrong, we bin the lot and go and sit in the clinic room like sensible people, and I'll never breathe another word about it."

"Then we start."
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It took us the better part of a week of evenings to get down to three.

Erin ran it the way she runs a set of reading assessments. She made a folder — a real one, cardboard, nicked from the drawer at school — and the three of them went in it, printed off, a page each, a column of biro down the side of every one for what the site had already checked and what she still wanted to ask. Two of the three I'd have put money on her landing on. The other was the young one from that first night, Devon, the sprinter, twenty-four, and she never once told me why he stayed on the list, and I didn't make her. He simply stayed on it. I knew why, and so did she, and neither of us put it into words. The same low thing that had got hold of me the night we first saw his photo was quietly back in the room, and it hadn't shifted since.

She wrote the first message to all three of them the same, and she wrote it twice and made me read both versions before she'd send them. It was a good message. It laid out plainly what we were and what we weren't and what we'd want to check, and it didn't apologise for a word of it.

What came back told us plenty about each of them. The proven one, the thirty-eight-year-old, went quiet after two exchanges. The second sent a run of exclamation marks and a photo I could well have done without. The third one wrote back in whole sentences, like it was an email to a letting agent. He answered everything she'd asked, in the order she'd asked it, and then at the bottom he added a thing she hadn't asked for at all. He'd done this before, for a married couple, and they were happy to talk to anyone thinking about it, and he'd honestly rather we heard how it went from someone who wasn't him. He coached two evenings a week, and those could move, so we oughtn't to plan our lives around his. He signed it with just his name — no kiss, no line about how sexy she looked. Just Devon.

"He's handed me a reference before I've even asked for one," Erin murmured, reading it with her knees pulled up on the settee. "That's either a man who's very good at this or a man who's very organised, and I genuinely can't tell you which of the two I'd rather it turned out to be."

"Ask him the odds on both. See which one he gives you a number for."

We rang the couple on the Sunday afternoon, the phone flat on the table and propped against the fruit bowl. Ian did most of the talking, and his wife kept coming in over the top of him to fix a detail, the two of them telling the one story between them, and somewhere behind them the whole time a small child was campaigning hard for a biscuit and getting told "in a minute, poppet" every so often mid-sentence.

"I'll be straight with you," Ian began. "We thought about it the best part of a year before we did a single thing, so don't you feel like you're behind. What did it for us with him, in the end… he never once made it strange. Turned up when he promised, did what the three of us had agreed, and then — this is the part, she'll tell you herself — then he left it completely alone."

"He sent a card when she was born," Carol said, the phone changing hands as she took it over. "That was the whole of it. One card. We were the ones who told him, mind… we chose to, and he wrote straight back saying congratulations and he was made up for us, and we've not heard a peep since, and that's exactly how it should be. You want the sort who can walk away and mean it."

"She's two in March," Ian put in, which nobody had asked, and the pride came straight up the line ahead of the words. I looked over at Erin. She was looking at it and running one finger slowly down its edge, and she wasn't writing anything down, but it was nothing like the fortnight the lists had stopped.

We booked the café for the Thursday.
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It was one of the big glass units on the retail park, bolted onto the end of a furniture warehouse, all hard chairs and the smell of a coffee machine that had been going since breakfast. Erin chose it, and I understood why the moment we were through the doors. It was public, it was nobody's, and not a soul who knew us would be in it on a Thursday afternoon. She had the folder. She'd laid it out ready on the table before he came, and moved her coffee twice rather than touch it again.

He walked in bang on time. I'd have known him from the photo, but the photo hadn't done him justice for size. The site had said sprinter and I'd pictured wiry; instead he had a good four or five inches on me and was built through the shoulders and the thighs like a man who'd run for a job and not for a hobby. Something low in me throbbed just taking him in — the same thing from the bedroom, sat across a café table now in the flesh. Close-cropped hair, a plain grey top, a canvas bag over one shoulder. Twenty-four. He looked it and he didn't, both at once — young in the face, oddly settled in how he carried himself, a lad who'd spent his whole life being the youngest one at the table and had decided early to be the most prepared one instead.

He put his hand out to shake, and I put the wrong one up, and we did the little fumble two strangers do over a table. He waited it out and got it right the second go without making anything of it.

"Thanks for meeting me." He sat, and set the canvas bag on his knee. "I've brought some bits. You don't have to want any of it, but I'd sooner bring too much than ask you to take my word for a thing you could just read for yourselves."

The bits were a folder of his own, which sat Erin straight up in her chair — one organiser recognising another. A health screen with the dates still on it. The two references, the couple we'd already rung among them and a number for a second we hadn't. A page that turned out to be his university timetable, the coaching evenings blocked in, so we could see for ourselves which nights were fixed and which he could move.

Erin went carefully down her list. She had it written out and didn't pretend otherwise, and he seemed to prefer her for it. He answered each thing in the order she asked it, and where he didn't know a thing he simply said so rather than talk round the edge of it. How many times before. Twice — both couples, both live births, and he gave the years. Whether he wanted anything out of it. No; expenses if there were any, petrol, and he'd gladly put even that in writing. What he got out of it, then — she asked it plainly, because she wanted the real answer — and that was the one he took a breath before.

"Honest answer?" He turned the coffee cup a slow quarter on its saucer. "I ran the 200 and the 400 from when I was eleven. I was going to be quick for a living. And around twenty-one I just stopped getting any faster, and there was the whole plan gone in a season. A mate's brother and his wife were after someone, and I did it more or less as a favour. When their little one turned up, it was the first useful thing I'd managed that didn't have a clock telling me I was too slow at it. That's the honest one. I'll not hand you a nicer version."

I asked him the blunt thing, the one Erin had deliberately left off her list and handed to me. "And if it doesn't take. First go, second, third. Are you a man who gets bored of it, or funny, or starts wanting it to be about something other than what it's about?"

"No." He said it to me, perfectly level. "The terms are the terms. If it doesn't take, we go again as long as you both still want to, and we stop the day either of you says stop. Either way you'll not hear a word from me in between, unless one of you texts me first."

Then he did the thing not one of the others would have thought to do. He looked at me — not at Erin, at me — turned the cup again, and asked it carefully. "Can I ask you one back, before we take it any further? And you can tell me to mind my own." He waited until I nodded. "Is this yours as well? Or is it hers, and you're being a good husband about it?" He had his hand half up before I could start. "I'll take either answer, I mean that. Sometimes it's the wife's and the husband's just fine with it, and it works, I've watched it work. I only ask because I'd want to know which of those I was walking into."

I could have given him the tidy version. I gave him the one we'd settled on at our own kitchen table instead. "It's both," I told him. "It's hers and it's mine, and I'll give it to you straight. We've decided we do all of this with nothing hidden, so you may as well have it and all — I'm not simply being fine about it."

He nodded. He didn't smirk, and he didn't go soft on it. "Right. Good. That's the easier kind, honestly." And he left it there, which I was grateful to him for.

The last thing was Erin's. She wanted a fresh screen, a current one, not the site's, and she wanted it before anything else happened, and he agreed before she'd even finished the sentence — a full panel, and he offered a semen analysis on top of it, unprompted, current numbers, so we'd be deciding off today and not off last year. Erin wrote that down. It was the most organised thing anyone had offered all afternoon, and it landed on her like a compliment.

He packed his papers away in an order, everything squared to the edge, and I watched Erin watch his hands do it, watched her not look away when he glanced up. It sat heavy in me, taking him in — the reach of his hands squaring the papers, the thickness through his forearms, the sheer size of him folded down into a café chair. My wife sat across the table clocking the exact thing I was, and the pair of us were quietly working out how to let this man have her. I kept my face level and my hands round the cup.

We shook hands on it, and I got it right this time. He'd have the panel booked by Monday, he told us, the results sent to us direct, and then he was out through the glass and across the car park with the bag on his shoulder, and we sat there in silence until his car had pulled out.

"Well." Erin squared the folder one final time, then laid both hands flat on top of it and left them there. "He's the one, isn't he?"

"Yeah," I said. "He is."
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The envelope came on the Monday, exactly as he'd promised, addressed to the both of us in a hand I didn't know. Erin opened it at the table. A full panel, clean, every line of it sitting inside the range with the range printed alongside, so you didn't have to take anybody's word for it. Behind the screen was a second sheet, the analysis he'd offered, his own numbers, and they were good. I read spec sheets all day for work. I read his the way I'd read a healthy one on a motor just come in — count, motility, the lot, all of it sitting well up where it was meant to.

I had a sheet of my own a foot away in the kitchen drawer, under the shopping pad. Mine had a single number that counted for anything, and it was a flat zero, straight across the page.

"Don't," Erin warned, without looking up, because she knows my face. "I can hear you doing it from over here."

"I'm not doing anything. I'm admiring the man's paperwork." I put his page back down. "It's a good spec, that's all. If he came in on a forecourt I'd tell the customer to buy him and not haggle."

She laid her hand flat over mine for a second, and didn't make it into a speech, and then she picked her pen up, because there was a list wanting made.

He came round the Wednesday evening, and the three of us sat at the kitchen table — the same one we'd sat at for all of it — and Erin read the terms out, counting them down on her fingers as she went, the way she'd give a new class the rules of the room.

"One." A finger up. "It happens here, in our house, natural, and Paul's in the house every single time. Not out, not a hotel — here."

"Agreed," Devon said.

"Two. It's the window and only the window. The calendar says when. I'll give you whatever notice it gives me, which some months honestly won't be much."

"That's fine. I told you the evenings can move."

"Three." She held the third finger up, and looked at him properly for this one. "It runs until there's a positive test. And then it's finished, that same day. That's not me being funny with you, it's the term. The day it works, it's done, and we all go quietly back to our own lives."

"Three's the one that matters," he said. "For what it's worth, I'd have asked for it myself if you hadn't put it in."

"Four. Nothing of yours after — no contact, no dropping by. If we ever want to send you a photo, we will, and that'll be us choosing to, not something you're owed."

"Same as Ian and Carol." He nodded. "Understood."

"Five. Expenses and not a penny more, and I want that one written down, in case it turns into a favour with a debt hidden in it I'll never find."

"I'll write it up tonight and send it over." He reached across and shook my hand first this time, then Erin's, and we shook on all five of them. It was the least sexy handshake there has ever been, and I've never once in my life been more aware of one. Then he was gone, quiet on the latch. Erin had her phone out before his car was off the drive, thumbing the window into the app, and the little coloured bar settled onto the screen, thirteen days off.

We went up not long after that. Sleep was miles off for either of us.

She climbed in beside me and lay on her side facing me, quiet for a minute, and then she said it into the dark, in the flat voice she uses reading a thing off the inside of her own head. "His count was forty-something million."

"I know. I read it and all."

"Forty-something million. And in thirteen days he's going to be up here, in this bed, doing it for real." Her breath had gone shorter on the words — I could feel it change against my shoulder — and it caught me the same way, heavy in the gut. My cock stiffened against her hip, and we lay there with the plain fact of him between us on the pillow. "That's a strange thing to lie here thinking about… my heart's going like a hammer."

"Mine and all." I found her hand in the dark and laid it flat on my chest so she could feel it going. "You're allowed to think about it. That was rule one."

She didn't answer that. She reached for me under the covers instead and wrapped her hand round my cock, already hard and throbbing from the whole idea of it, and stroked me slowly, and moaned low when she felt the state of me, like that had settled some question she'd been holding onto. After that we stopped talking about him.

I rolled her onto her back, got her shirt up and off, and put my mouth on her — her nipples first, both of them, until they stood up tight, then down over her belly. By the time I worked a hand between her legs she was soaked, her pussy slick and open around my fingers. She was wetter than reading a stranger's lab report had any right to make her, and she huffed a laugh at that low in her chest. Then she stopped laughing and gasped, because I'd got my thumb onto her clit and started working it slowly. She reached down and took my cock in her fist, stroking it in time with my hand, and her breath went ragged, and she said it plain into my mouth. "God, just come here. I don't need working up, not tonight. Get inside me — now."

So she took it. She pushed me flat, straddled me, and sank down onto my cock in one slow slide, all the way, till she was sitting flush on me with her head tipped back and a long moan going out of her. Then she rode me, both my hands full of her tits, her chest flushed, her hips working, the wet of it and her breathing the only sounds left in the dark. "Fuck — right there," she gasped, and got a hand down to rub her clit, chasing it. When she came she went quiet and hard, the way she only does when there's no one to perform it for, clenching down tight around my cock over and over. I gripped her hips, drove up into her, and came a few strokes after, deep, and held her down onto me while it took me.

She stayed half across me a long time after, her ear over my heart, and I lay there feeling my own pulse settle back under her weight. Her phone was down in her jeans on the floor with the window set into it, that little bar counting down from thirteen. For the first time since the letter, there was something on the calendar I properly wanted to come round.
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The strips lived in a pot on the bathroom shelf that week, next to Erin's cotton pads, and every morning she stood at the sink in her work blouse and held one up to the window before she'd let herself put the kettle on. These weren't pregnancy tests — that came later, in a fortnight, if there was anything to test. These were the other sort, the ones that told her the window was coming: a faint second line meant getting close, a good dark one meant now. Monday it was barely there, a ghost you had to tilt to catch. Tuesday about the same. She photographed each one into the app anyway, next to the temperatures, building the picture the way she builds everything. Then she went off to work and I went to the desk and priced other people's cars, and neither of us said the plain thing out loud — that some morning that week a line would come up dark and a man would be coming to our house.

The date sat in the diary the way a hospital appointment sits in it — not written down, because who writes that down, but under everything all the same. Devon had the window flagged the same as us; he'd said the evenings could move and I'd decided to believe him. My Saturday rota fell the wrong side of it, one in three, and I caught myself at work checking the sheet to be sure I'd be home for it, as though there were any chance on earth I'd have gone in.

Ruth's party landed in the middle of the wait, the kids' one that had been up on the fridge for a month. We went, and we stood about on her lawn with a paper cup each and a can going flat in the sun, and we were properly glad for her, the way I'd promised myself we'd manage to be. Ruth had a bouncy castle and thirty overexcited six-year-olds and a husband doing his best with a disposable barbecue, and she looked about as tired and as happy as a person can look. Erin's mum was there in a folding chair with a cardigan on despite the sun, and at one point she got hold of Erin by the arm and did the thing she always does, dropping her voice till it was just the two of them and not a garden full of people.

"Any news with you two yet?" she said. "You're not getting any younger, love, either of you."

"We're fine, Mum," Erin said, and gave her arm a squeeze, and went to help carry the cake out, and that was that. Nobody there had the first idea. It was ours, sitting quiet under the paper cups, and I liked that it was — a thing the pair of us knew and had settled on together while the whole garden ate sausage rolls around us none the wiser.

We bought the pillow on the way home. Erin said it in the car, flat, the way she'd add a thing to the shopping list — that we needed a firmer one, a proper wedge, because you were meant to stay tipped up after, and ours were all soft and no use for it. So we went into the big shop on the retail park, not fifty yards from the café where we'd first sat across a table from him, and we put a firm foam pillow in the trolley between the teabags and the kitchen roll and a four-pack of lightbulbs. I paid for it with everything else. Nobody blinked. It was the most ordinary thing in the world, and I knew exactly what it was for, and so did she. We said nothing about it out loud, not until it was up on the bed in its wrapper and she'd cut the plastic off with the kitchen scissors and stood it against the headboard. She looked at it there a moment, then came down and quietly put the tea on.

Then, on the Thursday, it turned.

She was at the sink and she went still, and I knew from the back of her before she said anything. She turned round with the strip in her fingers and held it out to me, and the second line had come up dark and solid next to the first, no tilting the thing to the light this time.

"That's it," she said. "That's the strong one. That's us."

Something turned over in me at the sight of it — a two-line strip on a piece of plastic, and my cock stirring in my jeans over it before I'd got any say in the matter. I'd never got hard over a bit of bathroom kit in my life. I did over that one, because of what it was, and who it was that was coming.

She sat down at the kitchen table with her phone and her thumb hovered a second, and then she typed it. Two lines. I read it over her shoulder. *Strip's gone dark today — you're on if you still are. Tonight or tomorrow works our end.* No kiss on it, nothing soft, the same flat message she'd have sent the plumber. Hers to send; we'd agreed that without agreeing it, that the calendar was hers and so the summons was hers. She sent it and put the phone face-up on the table between us and we both watched it like it might do something.

It buzzed inside two minutes. I saw her read it and her shoulders come down half an inch.

"Tonight," she said. "He can do tonight. Seven." She held it up for me to read. Full sentences, like everything he sent — that tonight suited him fine, that he'd eat before so we needn't worry about feeding him, that he'd be there at seven unless we texted otherwise, and a line at the end that he'd bring what he'd said and we could throw any of it out. Just his first name at the bottom.

"Seven," I said.

She stood the phone back on its edge and looked at it, and then at me, and the kitchen was very quiet with the fridge humming. "God, Paul. It's actually happening. Tonight."

"I know."

"Are you…" She stopped, and started again, gentler. "Are we still both okay? Say it now if we're not. There's no clock on it, we can text him this second and put it off and nobody minds."

"We're okay," I said. "I'm okay. And I'll tell you the second I'm not — that's the whole point of us, that's the rule. It still holds." And I did mean it, and under it I was wound up tight as anything, and so was she. She reached over and took a grip of my forearm and held onto it, hard, not saying another word. We stood in the kitchen like that for a minute, the strip on the side and seven o'clock coming.
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He came at seven on the dot. I'd half expected to spend the last hour climbing the walls. Instead we'd done the washing-up, and Erin had changed the sheets, the good ones, and set the new wedge against the headboard where she wanted it. By the time the knock came we were as ready as two people are ever going to be for a thing like that. I opened the door. He had the track bag over one shoulder, same as the café, and a bottle of water in his hand. He set the bag down just inside the door against the wall, neatly out of the way, like a man who'd thought in advance about where a bag should go.

"Evening." He shook my hand, and got it right, and did the same with Erin. "Thanks for having me. I ate on the way like I said, so please don't put yourselves out." Erin offered him tea anyway, because she can't not, and he turned it down and lifted the water. "I'm grand with this, honestly. But thank you."

We sat in the front room for ten minutes and it was, of all the things I'd braced for, almost unbearably normal. He asked how the week had been. He told Erin the track lads had run a relay time trial that afternoon, and one of the fifteen-year-olds had gone quicker than he'd have bet on. He said it with real pleasure, and Erin asked him a question about it and meant it. And I sat there thinking that in a few minutes this polite lad was going to take my wife upstairs. He kept talking to us both the whole time, never just her, exactly as he'd done every time. When there was a small lull he didn't fill it with anything clever; he just looked between us and said, plainly, "Whenever you're both ready, there's no rush from me. And if either of you changes their mind at any point, that's completely fine, we just don't."

"We're ready," Erin said. She'd squared the coasters on the table without noticing she was doing it. She stood up. "I'll… yeah. Come up."

She led. That mattered to her and she'd said so, that she'd be the one to take him up. She went first, with Devon behind her and me behind him, up our own stairs, past the photos on the wall. It was a strange little procession, the three of us climbing in that order in the quiet. At the bedroom door Erin stepped in and turned the lamp on. I stopped where I was, on the landing, at the open door, because that was the spot I'd settled on days back — not in the room, and not downstairs pretending it wasn't happening, but there at the door, where I could see her and she could see me.

And that was where he changed.

It was the quietest thing and I felt it go through the room. All the deference he'd carried in through the front door — the both-address, the *if that works for you*, the water instead of tea — it just went. He set it down somewhere on the landing like the bag by the door. What was left, when he stepped up behind Erin and put his hands on her hips, was a man entirely certain about the one thing he was here to do.

"Come here to me," he said, low, and turned her round, and it wasn't a question and there was no *okay?* on the end of it. She went.

He kissed her slowly, his hands moving down her back, and he was so much bigger than her she had to tip her head right up for it. He got her top off over her head, then her bra, no fumbling anywhere in it. Her tits came free heavy into his big black hands and he took their weight and bent and got his mouth on them, sucking one nipple stiff and then the other while she gasped and held his head to her. The contrast was the thing I couldn't stop looking at — the black of his hands moving over how pale she is, all that size folded down over her. It went straight to my cock and I let it.

She got him undressed. He let her, standing there easily while she pulled his top up and off. There was a lot of him: the long clean build of a lad who'd sprinted for a living, the wide shoulders, the flat stomach, the thighs. Then she got his shorts down, and I heard her breath go out of her.

His cock came out already thickening, and it was big — and not by a little, but properly, plainly bigger than mine, long and thick and black, the fat weight of it hanging half-hard while she stared. She took hold of it in one small white hand and couldn't get her fingers round the black width of it. Then she leaned in and put her mouth on the head of his black cock, and I watched my wife try to suck off a man that size on our own bedroom floor.

She couldn't take much of it and she didn't try to be clever. She worked the head with her lips, used her hand on the shaft, got him fully hard and wet, her spit running down him. It stood thick and black and shone wet where her mouth had been. He let her at it, one hand resting easily in her hair, not pushing, just watching her go. She wasn't slow or worshipping about it. It was purposeful. She was getting his cock ready because there was a job to do and this was the front of it.

"That'll do," he said, and drew her up off it and laid her back on the bed. He took the firm pillow and lifted her hips and worked it under her, low at the small of her back, tipping her up for him. He moved it once, an inch, then again — two small exact adjustments — until it sat where he wanted it. Then he knelt up between her open legs.

She was wet enough that it showed from where I stood, her pussy slick and flushed and open. He ran the fat head of his black cock slowly up and down through it, over her clit, and she jerked and gasped and pushed herself up at him.

"Please," she got out. "Just… put it in me. I want it."

No condom, nothing. Bare, because bare was the whole point of it. He notched the head against her hole and started to work it in, and she was soaked but it was still a lot of black cock going into her. She stretched around him and I saw every inch of it. Her mouth fell open and her hand flew out and gripped the sheet.

"Oh — God, okay, okay," she panted. "Slowly, just⁠—"

"I've got you." He kept it low and easy. "Breathe. Nice and slow." He held still with half of it buried in her and let her adjust, then pushed the rest slowly and steadily until he was all the way in, settled deep, his balls against her arse — deeper than I ever get. She made a long low noise at the sheer fullness of it. Her thighs were trembling round his hips, wet smeared shining where they gripped him. Her eyes came open and found me where I stood watching.

"Paul," she said. I couldn't have told you if it was *look* or *stay* or *are you seeing this* — all of it, probably — and I said, "I'm here, love. I'm right here," and stayed where I was.

Then he started to move, and it stopped being slow. He fucked her properly, working that thick black cock in and out of her wet pussy, and she got her legs up and back to let him get deep. Her noises climbed out of the careful register into the ones I knew, and then past those into something higher and helpless, and I felt every one of them go through me where I stood.

"That's it," he told her, level, no cruelty in it anywhere, just certainty. "I'm going to put it as deep as it goes and fill your pussy right up. You take all of it and keep it in you. That's how you get your baby, all right?"

"Yes," she gasped, "God, yes — put it deep, right where it⁠—"

"Right where it counts." He finished it for her and drove into her, and she cried out. He got a hand under her arse and tilted her higher and fucked her hard at that angle. The wet slap of him bottoming out in her carried now, every single time, her tits shaking with each thrust, the sheets going damp under the pair of them. He kept talking her through it, quiet and dead certain. "That's your pussy taking every inch of my black cock now. That's me breeding you tonight. You'll be full of my cum by the end of it, and you're keeping every drop." I stood at the door of my own bedroom with my heart going and my cock aching in my jeans and watched a man breed my wife, and I wanted to be there for it. This was how our kid was going to get made — chosen, the two of us having sat at a table and picked him — and something pulled low and hard in my own gut watching it, wanting it done as badly as she did.

"Get me pregnant," Erin got out, her hands up over her head gripping the headboard. "God, don't stop… give me all of it⁠—"

She came first, clenching hard around his cock and shaking helplessly right through it, and he fucked her straight on without stopping, without finishing, until she was down and starting to climb again. Only then did he change. He pushed all the way in and held.

"Now — take it. All of it, right up where it counts." He said it quietly, and I watched him come. He held dead still, buried to the hilt in my wife, and emptied his balls into her, pumping his cum as deep as it would go. Everything he had that might put a baby in her, right up where we needed it. His back worked with it. Her hands gripped his arms. Both of them went still. He stayed in her a long moment after, not pulling out, letting his cum settle and take, and she lay under him with her chest heaving and a small private smile on her face.

When he drew out he did it slowly, and I saw the mess of it — saw his cum leak thick out of her swollen pink pussy before he got the pillow settled back under her and tipped her up so it stayed in. Then it all came back on, the whole polite candidate manner of him, the second the act was done. He was on his feet finding his shorts. "There's no rush your end, but I'll get off and leave you two the room. I'll wait to hear about tomorrow." He dressed quickly, touched Erin's shoulder once, and looked at us both. "Thank you. Text me whenever." Then he went, and I heard him go down the stairs, and the front door, and out on the gate the small hard click of the latch dropping behind him carried right up to the bedroom.

Then it was just us, and I did the part that was mine. I came in off the landing and got my phone out and set a timer, twenty minutes, because Erin wanted it done properly and this was the bit I could do. I sat on the edge of the bed by her. She reached her hand out without opening her eyes and I took it, and held it. I put my other hand flat on her belly, low, over where it had all gone, and left it there, and neither of us said anything for a while. The phone counted down on the nightstand. Her hand was in mine. That was ours, the two of us, the after — he did the middle of it and then he left, and the front of it and the end and the holding-her belonged to me, and that suited me right down to the ground.

"You okay?" I said eventually.

"Mm." Her eyes stayed shut. She turned her head towards me on the pillow. "That was a lot. In a good way. Are you okay, you're the one I'm actually asking."

"I'm okay." I squeezed her hand. "More than. We'll talk it all out tomorrow, every bit of it, I promise. Just lie still now. You've got seventeen minutes."

She huffed a small laugh at that, at me and my phone alarm, and kept hold of my hand, and we stayed like that, tipped up and quiet, running the clock down.
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He came again the next evening, because the fertile days weren't over and you took every night of them you could get. The strong line held on the morning strip, so Erin texted him at lunchtime — one line this time, just the word *tonight* and a question mark — and he sent back *yes* and a time, and that was all it took now.

The strange thing, the thing I hadn't seen coming, was how quickly it got a shape to it. The second night he set the bag down in the exact same spot inside the door without either of us telling him, and turned the tea down again. We did five minutes in the front room instead of ten, because there was less to say now, and then Erin took him up. I went to the door. He changed at the same place on the threshold, the careful manner going off him like a coat. It was the same and it wasn't — he took a bit longer over her this time, now the first one was behind everybody. He got his mouth on her and had her worked up and wet and asking before he ever put the wedge under her. When he pushed into her she took him easier than the night before. I stood and watched it all again — the size of him working in and out of her wet pussy, the low certain things he said to her about where it was going, the finish held deep with the wedge tilting her up so his cum stayed put. Then the pillow set right, and the careful way out, and the mild, polite version of him back where the certain one had been, and *text me about tomorrow*, and the latch on the gate. And then me and my phone and the twenty minutes and her hand in mine. Two nights in and it already ran like something we'd been doing for years, and I understood, sat there holding her hand while the clock ran down, that this was how it went now — the same rite, over and over, until it worked.

We got a third night before the window shut, though the strip was starting to fade back by then and we were both honestly flagging. It was a Saturday, and I'd done the morning at the desk after all, my rota falling that weekend. I came home to Erin already tired from a week of it. Devon turned up looking like a man who'd trained that morning and would train again on Sunday, fitting us in around it without a word of complaint. That one was shorter. Nobody had the legs for a marathon by the third night running and nobody pretended otherwise; it was quick and it was to the point and it counted the same as the others. That was the only part of it that counted, tired or not. Pillow, timer, her hand.

And then the window was shut. Sunday morning the strip was back to a ghost of a line, the app clicked the fertile bar off, and there was nothing to do now but wait. Erin sat up in bed with her phone and set the thing that would count the days until we could test — a fortnight, near enough, fourteen mornings of not knowing. She looked at the little number on the screen a long moment before she finally put the phone down.

"Two weeks," she said. "Now we just sit on our hands for two weeks."

"Now we wait." I got an arm round her. "You did everything right. Whatever it does, you did it exactly right."

"I know." She said it flat, not really believing it, and lay down against me and pulled the duvet up. "Fourteen days. God. I don't know how I'm going to be normal at that school for fourteen days."

I didn't have an answer for that, so I just held onto her, and we lay there in our own bed with the sheets we'd changed for a stranger three nights running, and the number sat on her phone on the nightstand, counting.
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Fourteen mornings, and then it was the morning. The test came in a two-pack from the chemist, and Erin did the first one at ten past six, before her alarm even went, sat on the edge of the bath in the dark with it while I stood in the doorway with nothing useful to do with my hands. She capped it and stood it on the flat top of the cistern and set my phone going for the three minutes, because I do the timers in this house and she wasn't about to start now. Then we watched a plastic stick on the top of the toilet the way you'd watch a kettle you badly needed to boil.

"Don't look at it before it's done," she said. "It does a thing where a line shows and then goes, and if you look too early you'll only⁠—"

"I'm not looking."

"You're looking, Paul."

I was looking. We both were. Three minutes is a long time when you've waited a fortnight for it. It had all come down to whether a mark showed up on a bit of paper. The window went pale grey behind the blind. Down the road somebody's car turned over and didn't catch, then turned over again and caught. The phone counted quietly, and neither of us would say out loud that we were both stood there praying over a toilet.

The alarm went. She picked it up and looked, and I knew from her back before she turned it round. One line. Just the one, on its own, meaning nothing had happened.

"Oh," she said. Nothing else for a second. "One line." She held it out to me flat, the same way she'd held out the strong strip two weeks before, only there was nothing to this one. I took it and looked at the single line and gave it back. There was nothing to say that would have made it into anything else.

She wound a bit of loo roll round it and dropped it in the bin under the sink and stepped on the pedal so the lid clacked down, and washed her hands. Then she put the kettle on. You could have set a clock by it. Anything Erin couldn't put straight to use got quietly folded away, and the next practical thing got going, and the feeling would have to come and find her some other time, in the car or at the sink, when there was nothing left to sort.

"School," she said. "I've got reading groups and I can't not go in. And you've got the desk." She was already dressed in her head, already moving. "It's one. One's nothing. It's one line of data and all it tells us is the first cycle didn't take, and we knew that was more likely than not, everyone said so." She said it quickly, and I knew the sound of it — Erin talking herself round to the far side of a thing while it was still fresh. "People go months at this. Years. One is nothing."

"One's nothing," I said, and got an arm round her, and she let me have her for about four seconds before the day took her off me.

We did the morning like any morning. She went and taught six-year-olds their sounds and I went and told a man his clutch was on its way out, and I don't suppose either of us was worth much to anyone that day, but the day got done. It was the evening that was different.

She came home with a plan. Of course she did.

I'd shared the cycle app with her since the very start — some setting she'd switched on years back so both our phones showed the one chart, the temperatures and the window laid out the same for both of us. That evening she took it off me. She sat down at the table with her tea going cold and her thumb working. I watched her go into the settings and quietly turn the sharing off, and the little copy of it on my own phone in my pocket died without so much as a buzz. She looked up at me while she did it, so it was done to my face and not behind my back.

"I'm taking this back," she said. "Not off you, you know I don't mean it like that. I want to be the one running it. All of it — the dates, the strips, when he comes, the whole thing. I've been doing it half-arsed round the edge of hoping, and I've decided I don't want to hope at it any more. I want to run it like I'd run anything that mattered." She stopped, checked my face. "You're in the house every time, that's the term, that doesn't move. I just want the calendar to be mine to hold."

"It's yours," I said. "It was always more yours than mine anyway. Take it."

She'd bought more strips on the way home — a big tub of them — and she was going to double up now, morning and evening both, so she'd catch the turn the hour it happened. And she'd had the wall-planner down off the back of the pantry door — the one we used for bin days and her INSET days. She'd inked the next window straight onto it in her own hand, the fertile days ringed in biro up on the kitchen wall between the shopping list and the school terms, plain as a dentist's appointment you couldn't miss. She didn't put the dates to me as a question.

"Eleventh to the fifteenth," she said, tapping the boxed days with the pen. "I'll give him them at the weekend. He can shift his Tuesday, he said he could."

Then she capped the pen and sat back, and turned it slowly in her fingers, and I could see something coming up in her that wasn't logistics.

"Can I say a thing," she said, "and you not turn it into a whole conversation. I want to say it the once and then leave it be." She didn't look at me for it. She looked at the wall. "That first cycle. I've been telling myself the whole way through that the— that what it does to me, the rest of it, that's just a side thing. A bonus that it isn't grim, that's all it is. And that's not honest, so." She turned the pen end over end. "It isn't just the method for me. There were stretches of that first night, the middle of it, where I wasn't thinking about a baby at all. Not for a second. And I'm not saying that instead of the baby — I want the baby, God, that hasn't gone anywhere. I'm saying I want both. That's the real version of it. I want it to work, and I want the thing itself, and I've decided I'm allowed to want the two at once without it meaning something's gone wrong with me."

I did as she'd asked and held quiet a moment before I said anything, so she'd know I wasn't leaping on it. It landed in me while she talked, flat and impossible to argue with — my wife telling me, at our own kitchen table, that she'd forgotten our baby entirely with a man's cock inside her. It stiffened me where I sat and I didn't hide it and I didn't make it into anything either.

"You're allowed both," I said. "That was near enough rule one — nothing kept back. You've just done the hardest bit of it out loud, so I'll do mine. Me and all. Both. I'm not sat here being a good sport about it, and you already know that." I put my hand over hers where it held the pen. "It's on the pile. Both of us."

A breath went out of her, the long held kind. "Okay." She turned her hand under mine and gripped it once. "Eleventh to the fifteenth, then." And she was herself again, the soft thing folded away and shelved, reaching for her phone to start drafting the text she wouldn't send until Saturday.
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The window opened near enough to the day she'd marked. She'd doubled up like she'd said, and she caught the turn on the Sunday evening rather than a morning — the second line come up dark on the six o'clock one while the tea was still going in the pot. She had the text away to him before I'd even got my shoes off. He came the Monday at seven, the bag down in its usual spot by the door, the water in his hand, thanking us kindly and asking after the two weeks like he hadn't a clue how they'd gone.

This time I carried a chair up.

I'd turned it over the whole wait and settled it firmly, the way Erin settles things, and I told her plainly the night before so it wasn't sprung on anybody in the moment. The doorway had done for cycle one — back far enough to be out of it, close enough to see. But I'd stood on that landing three nights running with the carpet under my socks, and by the end I'd wanted to be properly in the room. Not to do anything. Just to be in it, on her side of it, near enough that when she looked for me she wasn't finding me through a gap in a door. So while the two of them were still downstairs saying their hellos, I quietly took a kitchen chair up under my arm and set it in the corner past the foot of the bed, out of his road and square in her eyeline. Erin caught my eye coming in and gave me the smallest nod. That was her telling me it was the right spot.

The change came over Devon the same as on the landing that first night, only now I was six feet from it, close enough to see it was no performance — the careful candidate simply gone, and in his place a man who'd stopped asking the room for anything. His hands went onto her from behind, one flat and low on her belly and the other loose around her throat, not gripping, only resting there. He bent and said something against her ear too low for me to catch, and she sank back easily against the breadth of him.

He took his time with her that he hadn't the first night, when there'd been nerves in it for all three of us. He got her undressed slowly, standing behind her, both hands going over her the whole way down. Then he laid her back and put his mouth on her — her neck, her tits, her belly — and then lower, settling himself down between her thighs while she was still half catching her breath. He ate her pussy slowly and surely, his big black hands spread flat on her pale thighs to hold her open, his tongue working insistently over her clit until she was moaning and grinding herself up into his mouth, her back coming up off the mattress. The wet noise of it carried in the quiet. Erin's hands went into the sheets and then into his hair.

"Oh— oh God, you don't— you don't have to do that, that's not what you're⁠—"

"I know I don't." He lifted his head just enough to say it, level, and put it straight back down on her. And I understood him. There was no getting-pregnant in it, nothing in it past her at all — he did it because he wanted her wet and open and going, and because he could. I sat in the corner and watched a man eat my wife's pussy for no reason but the pleasure of it, and felt it stir me stiff where I sat.

She came like that, on his tongue, before he'd got a stitch off himself. She went up and over it with her heels dug into the bed and a long cry she made no effort to hold down, none of the careful quiet of the first cycle left in her anywhere. He kept his mouth on her right through it and only pulled off when she pushed his head up, half laughing and half wrecked.

"Okay— okay, stop, I can't, give me a—" She was flushed all down her chest, her hair everywhere. She got a breath, propped herself up on her elbows, and looked at him. What came out of her then had nothing of the *please* of two weeks back in it. "Get your clothes off. Now. I need your cock inside me — I've thought about nothing else for two weeks, get undressed and put it in me."

He stood and stripped off, and his cock came out already hard, and the sight of it went through me the way it did every single time. It stood up thick and heavy and black, a lot more of it than there is of me. Erin reached and got her hand round what her fingers would go round of it and pulled him in. She didn't waste much on her mouth this time — a few wet sucks on the blunt head of it, enough to slick it — and then she let it go, turned over onto her hands and knees, and looked back at him over her shoulder.

"Like this first," she said. "I want to feel you get it in."

He knelt up behind her. He took his cock in one hand and her hip in the other, worked the swollen head of it against her wet pussy, and pushed in. She was so far gone off his mouth that she opened readily around him, easier than she'd managed the whole of that first night. I watched his black cock go into my wife inch by inch from behind, her back dipping under it, her mouth dropping open on a long broken groan, until his hips came up flush against her arse and he was buried in her to the root. All of him.

"God— that's all your cock, isn't it," she breathed. "Don't go easy on me. I don't want easy⁠—"

"You won't get easy." He drew back and drove it home, and she pitched forward heavily on her hands. "Not tonight. You told me exactly what you're after." He got a hard rhythm going, holding her hips back onto him. "You want this black cock breeding you. So that's what you're getting."

He fucked her hard like that, deep and level and dead certain. The room filled up with the wet smack of him driving home in her, her breath knocked clean out of her on every stroke, the headboard starting to bang the wall. From the chair it was all right there in front of me — his black cock disappearing into her pink pussy over and over, her tits swinging under her, her knuckles gone white in the sheet. And she talked all the way through it now, none of it held back the way it had been the first time.

"Yes— yes, like that, breed me, that's what you're here for, get your cum deep in my pussy⁠—"

"Oh, you'll get it." His voice never once lifted. "Every drop, right up where it makes a baby. That's a proper wet fuck you're taking, and you're keeping all of my cum inside you."

When he was close he pulled his cock out of her and left her open and empty and gasping, and turned her over onto her back himself. That was my job. The wedge was down by the footboard. I got up out of the chair and put it into his hand — the firm pillow passed straight from me to him — and he took it without a word and lifted her hips. He tucked it in low beneath the base of her spine, shifting it gently once and then again until it sat exactly right. His hand and mine both on it for half a second in the pass. Then I sat back down, and he pushed his cock back into her tipped up like that and got a palm under her arse to lift her higher.

"Now you keep hold of it," he told her, driving in. "Take it all the way up, and let it work."

And I said it. From the chair, quiet, not planned at all — it came up out of me on its own, the way the stiffness always did around this now, before I'd decided a thing about it. "Go on. Breed her. Put our baby in my wife." It was the first word I'd said out loud during, in any of it, and her head turned and she caught my eye and held it. Something went across her face that I felt in my own chest.

He came then. His cock rammed to the root and stayed there, and I saw it take him — his whole back working, his head dropped — and he emptied his balls up into her steadily, in long hard pulses, his hips jammed tight to her arse. Erin cried out, high and ragged, and grabbed his forearms and hung on tightly while he pumped his cum into her. He stayed buried after, not moving, letting it settle in deep where the pillow had her tipped to keep it. When he finally drew out of her slowly I saw the thick white of his cum start to leak from her swollen pussy before he'd so much as sat back.

And he didn't soften and go, the way I'd have had to. He stayed hard, or near enough, his cock still thick and wet against her thigh. After a minute of the two of them getting their breath he was ready to go again — the count off his sheet made real, a young body that could turn round and go twice where mine couldn't manage the once more. Erin felt him firming back up against her and half-laughed, amazed.

"Are you— God, again? Already?"

"If you want it." He was hardening fully as he said it. "Two loads is better odds than one."

"Then keep going. I'll take both⁠—"

She got up over him for the second one. He rolled onto his back, careful to keep himself where he was, and she straddled him and sank slowly back down onto it and started to ride. Both her hands went flat on his broad chest. She was soaked, and the drop of her onto his cock made a wet, heavy sound each time she came down flush, her tits swaying over him, her clit working against him on every grind down. And I sat and watched her take her own pleasure off him. She set the pace herself. She rode his cock at the depth she wanted and no faster than suited her, using him for it, chasing her own end down on him while he let her, his big black hands loose and easy on her hips. I sat there aching with it, watching her get herself off on that black cock, and never once reached to touch myself. She came a second time like that, grinding down hard on him and moaning helplessly through it, her head flung back. Only after she'd wrung that out of herself did she come down onto his chest, spent, and let him take the finish back off her.

"Go on— the second one," she panted into him. "Give me it. Fill my pussy up again, get me pregnant⁠—"

"You'll get it." He was up under her now, hands hard on her hips. "Both loads, in you and staying in. That's what gets it done."

He held her down onto him and drove up into her until he came a second time, deep, emptying the last of his cum in her. When she lifted off him a moment later I saw it leak thick and white from her pussy, running down over him. That was the second time now I'd sat and let him breed her, and God knows I badly wanted this one to be the load that caught.

Then she was on her back again — I had the wedge to her before she asked this time, getting the way of it now — and Devon was already flipping back the moment his part was done. The polite lad came home into his face. He was up and reaching for his shorts, easy and low. "No rush at all your end. I'll leave you both to it — just text me about tomorrow." I heard the stairs take him down, then the front door, and last of all, out in the dark, the gate latch dropping into its catch. And then it was mine to do. I did it a bit different from the first time. I set the timer, twenty minutes. Then, instead of perching on the edge, I got up on the bed the length of her and pulled the duvet half over the two of us. I laid my hand flat and low on her, holding her gently while all of it settled into her tipped up like that. Two loads of him now. She turned her face into my neck. We let the clock run quietly down like that, her leg hooked over mine, the pair of us wrecked and saying next to nothing.

"Twice," she said eventually, into my throat. "He did it twice."

"He did."

"Nothing like that's ever happened to me before." A tired little laugh. "And don't you go feeling a way about it. That's just the young of him, that's biology, it's not a⁠—"

"I'm not feeling a way about it," I said, which was mostly true, and put my mouth to the top of her head. "Twenty minutes on the clock. Lie still and let it take. I've got the timer."
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The window ran its days out. Devon came again the Wednesday, and it ran smoother than the first time, all of it settled into a shape by now — the man no different, the strong line fading back to a ghost across the days. But there was a morning in the middle of it that was ours, and it caught me off guard.

It was early, before either of us was properly up. Erin was warm and half asleep with her back to me, pushed into me in the night the way she does. I was hard against her, and she reached back and found me, made a low noise, and pulled me to her without hardly waking to decide it. So I had her there in the grey with the alarm not gone yet, into her from behind, slow and easy on our sides. My arm was under her, a hand on her tit, my face in her hair — the oldest thing the two of us do, and the least complicated.

And halfway through it landed on me, the daft freedom of it, and I laughed against the back of her neck.

"What," she murmured, pushing back onto me.

"Nothing. It's just—" I got a bit deeper and she gasped. "It's the window, that's all. I can finish in you right this second and it doesn't muddy a single thing. Nothing of mine's putting anybody in the family way." I said it into her hair, wry, and turned it over and couldn't find a sting on it anywhere. "One week in the month I get to be reckless in my own wife, and it's because I shoot nothing but blanks. There's your silver lining."

She huffed a laugh with half a moan on the end of it. "You're an idiot. Don't stop being an idiot." And she reached back and got a hand on me and pulled me hard into her, and I finished in her not long after, deep, for no reason but the two of us, and it was the best I'd felt in weeks.

The days ran out on the Thursday, the strip back to a ghost, and the app clicked over to the two-week count a second time. Then the ordinary came back over us the way it does — school, the desk, Ruth ringing Erin on the Saturday to go over the party, who'd said what and whether mum had been a pain, which she had. Erin took the whole call from the kitchen in a voice with nothing on it at all, a woman whose only trouble in the world was her sister's gossip, while the fertile days sat ringed on the wall a foot from her head. She's far better at that than I'll ever be.

But she didn't wait it the way she'd waited the first one. That first time she'd sat on her hands and counted the mornings. This time was different. A few days in, I came down to find her at the table with it down off the wall and flat in front of her, the pen going. She'd already inked the window after the next one — cycle three's days marked off a month ahead, before we'd so much as tested for the one we were in.

"You're planning the one after," I said. "We've not even tested this one."

"I'm planning the one after." She didn't look up. "Because if this comes back another single line, I'm not spending that day crying about it, I'm spending it ready. And there's a thing I've been turning over, for that one, if we get to it." She tapped the ringed days with the pen. "Two nights, three at a push — it's not much of a window, is it? He's here a couple of hours and gone, and half our best days we're too shattered from the night before to do them justice. What if the next one, he just… stopped here? Friday through to the Monday. Right over the peak of it. Boxes out the spare room, camp bed in, and he's in the house, and we're not cramming it into two evenings round his track nights."

I looked at it, at the days ringed off a month ahead, at her working out how to move a man into our house for a weekend — and it took hold of me, sure and settled, the exact way it had taken her.

"We'd have to put it to him," I said.

"We'd ask him. It's a change to the terms, I'd do it properly." She capped the pen. "It's only a thing on the table. For if we need it." But she left it out on the table where it was, the next window and the one after both filled in, in biro, in her own hand, and neither of us moved to hang it back up.
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The second test she didn't hold out to me.

It came from the same pack as the first, the two-pack we'd bought weeks back, one gone a fortnight ago and now the other. She did it the same way, ten past six on the edge of the bath, with me stood in the doorway again, no help at all, the way I always was for this bit. But when the three minutes were up she didn't turn and pass it across the dark the way she had last time. She read it herself, quietly, on her own, for a good long while. Then she wound the loo roll round it, put it in the pedal bin, and stood the lid shut with her foot, and only after all that did she say it, with her back still to me.

"Same as last month." Nothing on her voice at all. "One line."

"Come here."

"In a sec." She ran the tap and washed her hands and dried them off finger by finger, taking her time over it. "It's two now, though, isn't it? That's the thing about it. One's nothing, everyone says one's nothing and they're right. But two's not one. Two starts to have a shape to it."

I didn't tell her it didn't, because she'd have heard me managing her, and that was the one thing she genuinely couldn't stand through all of it — me being gentle at her instead of straight with her. So I waited. She turned and leaned back against the sink and folded her arms, and I watched her decide whether to say the next bit. Then she said it.

"What if it was me the whole time." She got a hand up before I could open my mouth. "No, let me just get this out, I've been lying here half the night with it. All that time we were trying, I had it down as me. My fault. My body not doing the one thing it's meant for, month on month, and somewhere in there I'd quietly made a sort of peace with being the broken one. Then Whitfield's letter comes and it turns out it was never me, it was you, and God help me, Paul, a part of me was glad. Properly glad, right under the awful of it, because it meant I wasn't the one. And now look. Fit young lad, all his numbers sitting exactly where they should, two proper goes at it, and nothing. So maybe it was me all along, just… hiding behind your results. Maybe I'm the shape after all."

"Right," I said. "Then that's a question with an answer to it, and we're not going to guess at it." That's what I'm for — a thing goes wrong, you find out what it actually is instead of reading the worst into it. "You want to know if it's you, we go and ask someone who can genuinely tell you, and stop the two of us reading tea leaves over a toilet at six in the morning. I'll ring the surgery the second they open."

She looked at me a moment. Then something let go in her shoulders, an inch, and she came off the sink and let me have her, and this time she took it.
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Dr. Ellis could fit Erin in on the Thursday. She'd been our GP the whole time we'd been at Hadley Road — a small, quick woman the far side of fifty, reading glasses on a beaded chain, the sort who typed at her screen the entire time you talked and then turned round and said the exact thing straight back to you, so you knew she'd caught every word. She'd done Erin's smears for years, and I don't think either of us had ever once sat more than ten minutes past our slot for her, which round our way was close to a miracle.

Erin had booked it as herself — nothing about him, nothing about any arrangement, none of that going onto a computer anywhere. Just a woman who'd been trying a good while and wanted telling her own side was sound. Ellis took some blood, asked her the dates, ran her eye slowly down the years of it on the screen.

"There's nothing here that worries me," she said. "Honestly, nothing. Your cycles are like a bus timetable, your bloods will almost certainly come back dull as ditchwater, and you're thirty-one, not forty-one." She took the glasses off and let them hang. "I know none of that feels like nothing when it's you it's happening to. But two or three goes really is nothing. A perfectly healthy couple your age has about a one-in-four chance in any given month, on a good month. Most take half a year at it, a year, and there's not a thing the matter with anybody. I'd not want to be doing anything more to you for a good while, because there'd be no point in it. Go home. Keep going."

Erin took it in the way she takes a thing she's decided to believe. She nodded once, asked the one practical question about when the bloods would be back, and that was her sorted. In the car she was quiet the first mile, and then she said, "One in four," turning it over like she was weighing it in her hand. "So it isn't me. It's just numbers."

"It's just numbers."

"Then we give it more numbers," she said, and I knew from how flatly it came out that she'd already gone round the corner of it. A stranger with a screen had done in five minutes what I'd not managed in a fortnight of saying the same thing, and I wasn't sore about it. Coming off someone who didn't love her, she could hear it as a plain fact and believe it.

More numbers meant the thing she'd had sat on the kitchen table since the last wait, inked a month ahead and left out where neither of us would hang it back up. Boxes out of the box room, a camp bed in, him in the house Friday through to the Monday, right across the best of the days, mornings and nights both instead of two knackered evenings crammed round his training. She stopped calling it a thing on the table and started calling it the plan.

She did it properly, the way she'd promised she would with anything that touched the terms — rang him and put it on speaker at the kitchen table, so it was the three of us hearing it at once, which was what term one had always really meant. She laid it out flatly: the next window looked like landing on a weekend, and rather than cram it, would he stop with us over it, Friday to Monday, a bed in the spare room, expenses same as ever.

He took a second before he answered, and you could hear it was an actual second, him checking a diary and not performing the checking of one. "Friday to Monday. Yeah, I can do that. I'll shift the Saturday session, I've got a lad can cover it, the rest's fine. And if it's what you both want, write it up same as the other terms and I'll hold to it. Only thing I'd say — it's your house, your call the whole way. Gets much for either of you at any point, you send me home, and it doesn't count against a thing."

"It's what we both want," Erin said, and looked at me across the table while she said the *both*, and I gave a nod loud enough for him to hear in the quiet. "I'll put it in the terms tonight."

I did the room the Saturday after, on my own, while she was over at her mum's. I carried the boxes out to the garage in four trips — the old paperwork, the exercise bike nobody had touched in years, the flat-pack bits we'd carried from the last house and never got round to opening.

The room came up bigger and barer than I'd had it in my head, dust turning slowly in the light from the one window, a paler square on the carpet where the boxes had sat so long the sun had gone round them. That was the room we'd always meant to do out the day we finally had cause to. Now I was doing it out to move Devon in for the weekend. I got the camp bed down out of the loft and made it up with a spare duvet, over by the far wall, and pulled the door to on it.
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The window came round the back end of the month, near enough to the days she'd ringed. The strip turned strong on the Friday morning, dark and solid the way it had that first time, and this time there was no summons to send. He was coming at six with a bag, and staying.

He turned up bang on time, his track bag on one shoulder as always and a soft holdall with it — his kit and his washing and God knows what a man packs to spend a weekend getting somebody's wife pregnant. Erin showed him up and he put his things away neatly, out of the way, then came back down, turned the tea down, and took a water. We settled in the front room a while with the telly low, the three of us.

It was easily the strangest evening we'd spent yet. The other nights had a shape to them — he came, it happened, he left, the gate latching behind him. This one had no gate on the end of it. He was just in the house, on our settee, asking after Erin's week and telling us a track lad had run a personal best on the Thursday. There was a bed made up for him down the hall, and it would be like this until Monday.

We didn't drag it out. There was no sense pretending we'd sit up together watching the news. Around nine she stood and squared the coasters without noticing she'd done it and said, "Right," the way she says it when a thing's due to start, and the two of them went up, and I went up behind.

Whatever he'd been all evening — the careful lodger who'd rinsed his own glass and stood it on the drainer — it went off him the moment the bedroom door shut. There was only the certain one left, a man with a job to do.

He undressed her himself, slowly, standing close behind her, his black hands dark against the pale of her as they moved over her belly and up to the full weight of her tits, thumbing her nipples stiff, and down again, while she pressed back against the size of him and let him. She was already breathing quick, her whole body loose and pliant against him, her pussy wet for him before he'd even got her knickers off. I wasn't at the door. I'd not stood at that door since the second cycle, and I'd stopped pretending it was a spot I needed. I was in the room proper now, sat on the bed beside her, near enough to do my part.

She got him out of his clothes and knelt and took the black weight of him in her hand. Thick and heavy and already hard, too much of it for her fingers to close round. She got her mouth over the fat head of it, wetting him, working the shaft with her lips and her fist until it stood there black and wet and shining, his cock jerking heavily against her tongue. He let a low groan out through his teeth as she took the head deep and worked it wet. Then she lay back and lifted her hips for me. I pushed the firm pillow in under her and tipped her right up the way it wanted, and she reached for my hand and gripped it, and this time I stayed there holding on while he knelt up between her thighs.

He came down over her the front way tonight, up on his forearms above her. He worked the thick black head of his cock through her wet slit and pushed it in slowly, watching her face take the size of it. She was soaked and still stretched from before, and she opened round him easily, gasping as he fed inch after inch of it up into her. Her pussy stretched wet round the thick of it, taking him. His hips pressed down flush. He was in to the root, deeper than I get anywhere near, and her hand crushed down on mine.

"There— God, right there," she panted. "Don't go gentle. Get your cock deep in me, breed me properly this time⁠—"

"You'll get all of it." He drew nearly out and drove home hard, and she cried out under him. "That's my cock in you to the neck of your womb now, where it takes." He set a slow, heavy, dead-level rhythm going, his arse flexing, the black of him dragging out slick and shoving back to the root on every stroke while the pillow held her tipped to keep it in.

From the edge of the mattress I had all of it plainly before me — the black of him stretching her pink pussy wide open each time he sank it home, the dark and the pale of them where they met. The lips of her dragged out around it and pushed back in, her clit swollen and shining above where he split her, her tits shaking heavily under him. All that black skin working over how white she is.

She'd stopped keeping any of it quiet, moaning and gasping with each thrust of him. She was wet enough that the sound of it filled the room, a slick heavy sound under the slap of his black hips on her arse. A hard pull started up in me watching it, my cock gone stiff and throbbing where I sat. I stayed put on the edge of the mattress and did nothing about it, a groan caught behind my teeth. And I wanted it to catch in her tonight almost as much as I wanted to be the one sat there watching it happen.

"Yes— like that, harder," she moaned, her heels dragging up the sheet. "God, your cock's so deep — fill my pussy right up, put a baby in me, I want your cum where it counts, don't hold any of it back⁠—"

"Not a drop." He got a big hand under her arse and lifted her into it and fucked her harder, and she keened. "I'll empty my balls high up inside you. Get you good and full, and put a baby in there."

"God — I can feel how deep you are," she gasped out under him. "Don't stop, fuck it right into me⁠—"

He fucked her clean through her first one and never broke stride, grinding hard and deep while she clenched and shuddered round him. Then he drew back and drove into her again until she was climbing towards a second. She was gasping and swearing under her breath, past keeping any of it in. She was soaking, running wet down the crack of her arse and onto the pillow. And I said my piece of it, quietly, from beside her. "Go on. Seed her deep. That's my wife you're filling with your cum." Her head rolled towards me and her eyes found mine the second the words were out, and it went through the both of us at once.

When he got close he drove himself to the root and stopped there, his black hips jammed up hard against her. I watched it take him, his back locking, his head dropping, as he emptied his balls into her in long, hard, pumping jerks. Every drop of it, driven as deep as it would reach. Erin gripped my hand with one of hers and dug her nails into his forearm with the other, and she cried out something wordless, past any word for it. He stayed rooted in her a long moment after, the black of him still jerking the last of it out, letting his cum work in deep where the pillow held her. When he finally eased back out I saw it well thick and white out of her stretched, swollen pussy, and she got a hand down straightaway to hold herself shut and keep it in.

Then the certain one switched off and the polite lad came straight back up into his face. He was on his feet, reaching for his shorts. "No rush your end. Give us a knock in the morning whenever you're ready." And there was no going down the stairs tonight, no front door, no gate — only his bare feet padding the few steps to the box room, the soft click of that door, then the creak of a big man lowering himself onto a camp bed in the room we'd meant for a cot.

Then it was ours to finish. I set the timer on my phone, twenty minutes, pulled the duvet up over us both, and lay full-length against her, my palm spread low over her belly where all of it had ended up. She pushed her face in against my throat. Through the wall we could just hear him settling, the ordinary sounds of a man going to sleep. We hardly spoke, both of us wrung right out, the phone ticking the minutes quietly down on the nightstand.

Morning was the part I hadn't thought through. I was down first with the kettle going, and then there he was in the kitchen doorway in a t-shirt and joggers, hair flat on one side, asking dead politely whether it was all right if he did himself some toast. Nothing could have been more ordinary, or stranger — the man who'd bred my wife the night before, stood at my toaster in his socks working out the good setting. His running kit was already pegged out on the line through the window; he'd rinsed it in the sink first thing. Erin came down and the three of us drank a cup of tea round the kitchen table like any house with a lodger in it.

She checked the strip after breakfast. Still dark — the very top of the window, the best morning of the lot. "We're on for this morning as well, then," she said flatly, into her tea, and he nodded and finished his toast, and that was all the arranging it needed now.

We went up while the tea was still hot in the pot. She didn't want much preamble to it in daylight. She got her leggings off and knelt up on the bed. He came up behind her and ran his hands over her arse and down between her legs, feeling how wet she still was from the night. He worked two thick fingers up into her pussy, and she pushed back onto them, wet and impatient, and reached back to get a hand on his hip and pull him to her. "Come on," she breathed. "I want it while it's still the good morning." So he lined the black of his cock up and pushed it into her from behind, all the way in one long slow shove, and she dropped onto her forearms with a groan and took it.

I settled at the edge of the bed, pillow to hand, my part to do. Every time before had been by lamp, the two of them half in shadow. This was the first in broad day, the curtains not even drawn. It laid them bare — the size of his cock, the black of him against the white of her, the wet stretch of her pussy round it. Nothing softened a line of it now.

Her face was turned sideways on the sheet, and she gasped into it on every drive. It was blunter than the night before, and quicker. No build to it, just the raw thick of him driving steadily into her over and over, his hips clapping against the pale of her arse, her tits swinging heavily under her, the black of him coming out slick to the root each time before he drove it back. He held her by the hips and worked himself deep. "Getting that pussy another load," he told her, level as ever, "straight over the one from last night."

"Yeah— pump your cum into me," she gasped, shoving back to take him deeper. "Right where the other lot went."

Her pussy was gripping wet at him on every stroke, the sound of it filling the quiet morning room. He came in her not long after, buried to the root, and I watched his balls draw up tight and his black arse clench as he pumped a second load into her steadily, over the first. She groaned long and low at the feel of it going in, shoving back to keep it deep. When he drew out she rolled straight onto her back before any of it could leak away, and I had the pillow under her before she asked.

Two now, this window, over the one night and the morning. He pulled his shorts on, said his quiet thank-you, and went off to rinse his cup.

Pillow under her, timer running, her hand in mine.
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I woke the wrong side of midnight and she wasn't in the bed. I found her out on the landing in her dressing gown, stood at the top of the stairs in the dark, not going down and not coming up, and when she heard me she said she'd gone to put a tea on and then not wanted to run the kettle in case it carried and woke him. So we came back in and got under the covers and lay there not sleeping, and in the box room the house was quiet with him in it.

She said it low, right up close, so it went no further than the bed.

"Can I ask you a thing and you not try and fix it. Because I don't think this one's got a fix on it, and if you go looking for one I'll only feel worse. I just want to have said it. That's the rule, isn't it? Everything said."

"Everything said. Go on."

"What do we do if it just… doesn't?" She kept her voice right down under the duvet. "If it's one line again in a fortnight, and then again the month after. Do we keep on — four cycles, five, him in that spare room every month till one of us can't do it any more. I said I'd give it more numbers and I meant it, but I honestly don't know where the end of it is. Not if there's never a baby to stop it for us."

"I don't know," I said, because I didn't, and she'd asked me not to make one up.

She was quiet a bit. Then it came harder, in pieces. "That's not even the one that scares me, if I'm honest with you. That's only the sad one." A slow breath went out of her. "Okay. Some of this now — it isn't about the baby, not this part, and you know it, I've said it, I'm not taking a word of it back. But the deal is it stops the day it works. That's the term. Term three. I wrote it, it was my idea, I made him shake on it at our own table. And I lie here doing the sums and I get to — the day I finally get the thing I've wanted for the best part of three years, the good day, the best day there'll ever be — that's the same day the other thing stops dead. For good. And I don't know what I'm going to feel on that morning, and I can't stand not knowing, because I'm only supposed to feel the one thing on it."

I lay there and turned it over and had nothing that would make it any smaller, and she'd told me not to pretend I did. "So what is it you're asking me," I said in the end. "Are you asking do we change the term? Because we can put anything back on the table, that's the rule and all."

"No." Fast. "No, don't do that one either, I don't want it changed, that'd be worse, that'd be a whole other mess." She pushed her face against my shoulder. "I'm not even sure what I'm asking. I think I only wanted you to have it. So it's not a thing you go finding out off my face on the day."

"Then it's had," I said, and got my arm round her and pulled her in. It wasn't much and I knew it, but it was true, and the truth was all the two of us had ever promised each other. She lay her head on my chest and I could feel her heart still going hard under all of it, and mine. And even now, wrung out and frightened and no nearer an answer, there was a low heat coming off her against me in the dark that had nothing to do with a baby. She was still swollen and slick with him from that morning, her thigh damp where it lay over mine, and we both knew what it was, and neither of us said it.

In the room down the hall the lad who might manage it in the morning was asleep on a camp bed, in among a cot we hadn't bought yet. Her window had two days left to run. She'd have him again in the morning; she'd told him so before we came up. I held onto her with her question sat there unanswered between us, and the fertile days went on counting themselves down whether the two of us had our heads straight about them or not.
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Sunday she had us both up and going before the strip could think about fading.

She'd done it herself at first light, perched on the rim of the bath while I found my way into yesterday's jumper, and she came back through holding it out flat on her palm — dark, still dark, as dark as it had come all week. "Best one yet, that," she said, in the same voice she'd have used to say the milk was on the turn. "Waste not." She'd already knocked on the box-room door on her way past. I heard him moving in there, the creak of the camp bed taking his weight and letting it go, and then his bare feet on the landing, and it was still not eight in the morning.

None of the going-up-together ceremony was left to it now, not with him three steps down the hall and a whole Sunday to fill. He came in already stripped to his shorts, the long dark shape of him half up before he'd got the waistband down, and she was out of her nightshirt and reaching for him in the same breath. I sat myself on the far side of the bed with the pillow in my lap and the phone face-down beside me, and my wife took charge of the morning from the first touch.

She had him sit on the mattress and climbed straight up into his lap, facing him, her knees either side of his thighs. She reached down between them, took hold of his cock, and lined it up herself. No build to it, no coaxing. She was still slick from the night before, and she sank slowly down onto him, working her hips in small circles, her pussy clenching around the fat of him as she took him up into her an inch at a time, her arms looped round his neck and her forehead dropped against his. His black hands spread over her arse and held her steady, letting her set the pace.

"There," she breathed, right into his face, sinking the last of him home. "God, that's it. Slowly. Let me keep it all in." He was buried in her to the base now. She stayed there grinding slowly down on him, riding his cock with her whole weight, his dark hands moving on her pale hips and guiding her without pushing. Her breath was already coming raggedly. The wet of her shone on him each time she lifted and sank back down, her pussy gripping at him, her clit dragging against the base of him, and she took it exactly the way she wanted it on the last good morning of the month.

It didn't take him long, and she didn't mean it to. She rode him steadily until she felt him start to go, and then she pressed herself right down flush and stopped, holding him buried deep, her arms tight round his neck. "Give me your cum. Right up in me — all of it, don't hold any back." I saw his jaw set and his back go rigid, and I knew he'd gone off deep inside her, held there while she kept him pinned against her and took every last drop of it. It leaked white where they were still joined together.

She stayed sitting on his cock a good while after, breathing slowly, keeping it up inside her, and only then eased herself carefully off and lay straight back with her hips tipped up. I slid the pillow under her before she'd finished moving. Timer on. Her hand found mine across the sheet.

"That's the morning done," she said to the ceiling, calm as anything, while he reached for his shorts. "Ta."

"Any time." Just the polite lad again already, standing there working his waistband back up as if he'd been fixing a shelf. "I'll get out from under your feet a bit, if that's all right. Get a run in before it warms up."
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He went out at ten with his kit on and a route in his head, and the house was ours for a couple of hours. It was its own strange thing, the two of us pottering quietly about a Sunday, the smell of him still on the sheets upstairs and a card of his socks drying on the radiator. I put a chicken in. It felt like the right thing to do, a proper roast on the last day of it, though I couldn't honestly have told you what I was marking.

Erin peeled more than three people needed and didn't say anything about it either. We'd not once, in all these weeks, sat him down to a meal we'd made — it had always been him in and out on the clock. Now there was a bird in the oven and a lad out running who'd be back by two, and I stood at the sink topping carrots and found I minded it a good deal less than I'd have thought.

He came in pink from it and asked, dead polite, if he could grab a shower before he wasn't fit to be near, and we ate at half two, the three of us round the table with the good gravy and the radio on low. He was easy to feed — said thank you twice, cleared his plate, offered to wash up and got told to sit down.

From the outside it was an ordinary Sunday, a young fella round for his dinner. Nothing about that table would have shown which of the two men round it had put himself inside my wife that morning, or that all three of us were quietly counting down the same clock.
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It was gone five. The plates were done and the light was starting to go, and she squared the tea towel over the oven handle and sat back down across from me at the table. She wanted to say a thing before tonight, she said, while it was just us. He'd gone up for a lie-down. She had her hands flat on the wood.

"Tonight I want to just — I want it to be the last proper go, and I want it done right, and I don't want either of us pretending about what it is." She turned her mug slowly a half circle and didn't drink from it. "It's for the baby. Obviously it's for the baby, that's the whole — that's why he's here, that's why any of it. But I'm not going to sit here at my own table and pretend that's the only thing in me tonight, because you'd know, and I promised you you'd always know." A small breath, and the colour came up flushed in her face. "I want him tonight because I want him. As well as. Both things at once, and I'm done sorting them into which one's allowed. Is that — are you all right with me saying it that plainly? Because I think if I don't say it out loud the once, I'll be ashamed of it later, and I don't want to be ashamed of the best I ever felt."

"I'm all right with it." I laid my hand over hers on the table. "More than. You don't have to file it, love. You never did." I turned her hand over and held it. "Want him because you want him. Have all of it. I'm not keeping a ledger on you — I'm the one who set the timer for you every time, remember. I want it done as well as it can be and all. Both things."

She nodded, once, and that was all of it — no more said, the way the true things always went between us, one plain sentence each and then the kettle or the stairs. She squeezed my hand and stood up and went to knock for him.
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He came down the careful one again, the fella who'd washed up his own cup all night. And somewhere on the landing outside our door it left him, the whole polite weight of it, so that by the time he came through it there was nobody in the room but the certain one. It happened every single time, and I never once caught the join. One second the lad who'd said thank you twice for his dinner; the next a man with only the one thing in his head and not a flicker of doubt about his right to it.

There was no rush in him tonight, and none in her. This was the one they both knew was the last of them, and they took their time.

He undressed her slowly, standing in the middle of the floor, turning her by the hips to face me while he did it, so that I got all of her coming bare in the low light. Her heavy tits fell free as he took her bra off from behind, and his dark hands came round to cup them and roll her stiff nipples between his fingers while she leaned back into his chest and let her head drop on his shoulder.

He ran one hand flat down her belly and lower and cupped her between the legs, and I watched her hips push forward into his palm on their own, her mouth coming open. He dragged his thumb slowly over her clit and her whole body jerked with it. He had two thick fingers working in her pussy before he'd even got his own shorts off, and she was so wet his fingers made a slick sound moving in her.

"You're soaked," he told her, low, against her ear, and she pressed back against his hand with her eyes shut. "Good. That's what I want."

She turned in his arms, got him out of his shorts, and went straight down onto her knees for him. She took the thick length of him in both hands — more than a hand could shut round — and held it up and licked slowly up the underside. His cock throbbed heavily in her fist. She got her lips over the fat head and took him in, working him with both hands and her mouth, and a thread of her spit ran down over his balls. The wet suck of her mouth on him filled the quiet room. He stood there stiff and slick and gleaming, one hand buried in her hair, her jaw straining wide around the girth of him as he eased her down as far as she could take him before she gagged. She pulled off him and gasped for air, a string of spit swinging off her chin, then went straight back down onto his cock for more. She slobbered him wet from tip to balls and back up, her fist working what her mouth couldn't reach. He groaned low and let her work him.

"That's it," he said, low, watching her. "Get it good and wet for your pussy."

I sat on the edge of the bed with the pillow ready and my part to do, and I watched my wife worship his cock with everything she had. My own cock ached hard and useless behind my flies, and I kept my hands well off it.

Then she stretched back and lifted her hips, and this next part was mine. I worked the firm pillow up beneath her and canted her right up, high, so it would keep in her after, and she reached up and took my hand and gripped it hard and didn't let go.

He settled in between her open thighs, dragged the broad head of his cock slowly through her wet slit, watching her face, and pushed the thick of it into her — all the way, one long steady feed of it, until she was full to the root of him. She was clenching tightly around him before he'd even finished feeding it in, her thighs shaking with it. Her hand crushed down on mine and the air went out of her in a long broken sound.

"Oh — oh God, right there," she got out. "All of it. Don't go easy tonight — I want your cock all the way up in me."

"You'll have it." He came down over her onto his forearms, deep and settled, and started to move. Long, slow, dead-level strokes, the black length of him dragging nearly out and driving back to the root, unhurried, made to last. "I'm going to take my time and get my cock as deep in you as it goes," he said, low, "and leave it right there. That's what I'm for." He ground down flush and held, circling slowly into her. "Feel how deep that is? That's the spot. That's the one that catches." He stayed sunk in her to the hilt and worked slow, grinding circles into that spot, the thick of his cock vanishing into her on every drive. She moaned open-mouthed at each grind of it into her, the noise climbing raggedly higher out of her.

"There — oh God, right there, your cock's so deep—" Her hips had started working up to meet his grind before she seemed to know they were, her pussy clenching round the thick of him on every slow circle. "Keep it right there. Put it up as deep as it'll go — I want to feel your cum spill up in me."

I had my hand in hers and my other spread low on her belly, where I could feel his cock moving in her through the wall of her. I sat there and watched the black of him drive up into my wife and stretch her wide, over and over. The wet pink of her clung to the thick of him and dragged out on the pull, then folded back in as he drove home, her clit standing hard and slick just above where he worked her. His black hips slapped heavily against the pale of her thighs, her heavy tits jolting under her with every drive. The wet of her was smeared down the base of his cock and slicking his balls, and the thick smell of the two of them hung heavily in the room.

She was dripping down over my knuckles and onto the pillow. Her pussy clenched greedily on the drag and gripped him back in on every drive, and her whole body shook with the force of him, none of it hers to hold back now.

Both her heels came up round the backs of his thighs and pulled him on, greedy for it. The pull drew tighter in me the longer I watched. "Go on," I said, low, from beside her. "Give her that cock." Devon didn't break his rhythm — he only leaned harder into the next drive, deeper, like he'd heard me and agreed.

I'd sat close to this a handful of times now, grieving and lit up at once, and I'd long since stopped trying to pull the two apart. This was the fella we'd interviewed in a café and picked on purpose, and this was the way our child would come to be made, if it was going to be at all. And I said the rest of it, quietly, from beside her, the way it just comes out of me now before I can think to stop it.

"That's it — put your cum in her. All of it. That's my wife you're breeding." Her eyes came round to mine the second it was out. She reached her free hand across and got a fist in my shirt, holding onto the both of us at once — him driving into her, me over her. And it went through all three of us together.

He worked her through one like that, slow and deep and relentless. Her first one broke over her and she shook helplessly right through it, clenching and crying out and soaking us both, her pussy clutching at him in waves she couldn't have stopped if she'd tried, and he never once let up.

The black of him dragged out slick on every pull and drove straight back in. Then he lifted up onto his hands, put his back into it, and drove her hard towards another, the wet, heavy slap of his hips loud in the room. Her pussy made a wet, sucking sound round his cock each time he pulled back and shoved deep. She was babbling by then, past sorting her words.

"Yes — like that, don't stop, breed me — put your baby in me, spill your cum all up inside me, don't you dare finish anywhere but in me⁠—"

"Nowhere else." His head dropped and his rhythm shortened, deeper, grinding, and I knew he was close. "I'll put my cock right up in you and let it take. Hold still now — every last bit of it, deep as it goes."

He slammed up to the hilt and stayed there, everything in him gone rigid. I watched him go off deep inside her — his black arse clenching, his hips jerking in tight and hard, his balls drawn up tight. He pumped his load up into her in hard, deep bursts, the pillow keeping her hips canted to hold it all in. Erin cried out something with no words to it, her nails in my shirt, her heels locked over him to hold him in, and she milked his cock through every last one of them. Her pussy clenched round him in long, greedy pulls, wringing him, taking all his cum as deep as she could hold it.

He held there a while after, spent, breathing hard, and then eased the slick, softening weight of him slowly out of her. A thick white bead of his cum welled up and slid out of her stretched pink before she got a hand clamped over herself and pressed her thighs tightly shut to keep the rest of it up inside.

And then it reversed, the way it always did — the certain one went out of him and the careful lodger came back up from somewhere, already reaching for his shorts, already halfway back to being a guest in our house. "No rush, you two. I'll leave you to it." That was the cue, and he took it clean, the way he'd taken every part of it clean. He got up off the bed and out through the door with the softest pull of it shut behind him. A few padding steps down the hall to the box room, and I heard the camp bed take his weight one last time.

The rest of the night was ours. I put twenty minutes on the phone and lay down the length of her under the duvet. This time I didn't just lay a hand low on her. I got my whole arm round her and held her hips up the way the pillow had them, keeping it all where it needed to be. She hooked her leg over mine and pushed in close. We lay like that well past the timer going off, and neither of us stirred to end it. Along the hall, the small sounds of him bedding down for the night. And under my hand, if I let myself have the thought — the whole reason for the last three months of it, maybe already started, maybe right then.
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Monday morning he was up and packed before either of us had got downstairs. The camp bed was folded away and stood on its end against the wall, the spare duvet squared on top of it, the box room bare again and bigger for it. His holdall was by the front door with the track bag on top, his washing off the line and folded in, everything squared away as neat as he'd brought it. He'd made himself no toast this morning. He was just ready, waiting in the hall with his kit on, to be let go the same way he'd waited to be let in.

"That's me, then. Thanks for having me over it — properly, I mean, it can't have been the easiest weekend to give up your house for." He got the holdall up onto his shoulder. "You'll know in a couple of weeks. Whatever it says, you've got my number." And that was all he asked for on his way out, no more than he'd ever asked. Erin saw him to the door. He lifted a hand to us both and went off down the path, and I heard the gate go behind him — the latch dropping, that small flat sound I'd got so used to hearing him leave by. Only this time there was no telling yet whether it was the last of them.
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Then it was the two weeks again. I knew this stretch of it well enough by now — the fourteen days there's not a thing to be done about, that go at their own ordinary speed while the only answer that matters sits inside her, keeping itself to itself.

She went back to work the Monday like nothing was up, the little ones on the carpet for their stories, home by four with reading folders to mark at the kitchen table. I was back on the desk with a bloke who wanted to argue a gearbox onto his warranty that plainly wasn't going on it, and half of me was on the phone to him and the other half was fourteen days ahead of myself. We didn't talk about it much. There wasn't the material for it — there's no discussing a thing that's either happening or not happening entirely without you in it. But it was there in the house the whole while, quiet as a held breath, and it changed the feel of the ordinary evenings.

The first few nights she was still sore and swollen with it, still wet from him if she moved wrong, the weekend not near worked out of her body yet. More than one night I woke to her pushed close against me in her sleep, her thigh damp where it crossed mine, the ache of him still low in her. It stirred the old want in me too, watching her move around the house all week still full of him. I'd catch her go suddenly still at the sink, a hand pressed low on her belly, and I'd come up behind her and put my hand over hers, and we'd leave the thing unsaid.

The wall-planner was still up on the pantry door where it had lived all these weeks, the cycle-three days ringed in biro. One evening about a week in, I noticed she'd done nothing to it — no next window pencilled past it, no cycle four sketched in for if this one came to nothing. She caught me looking. "I know," she said quietly, and left it at that, and turned the tea.

She'd run that calendar like a timetable since the spring, and she just wasn't going to draw the next square on it, and she wasn't going to make a speech about not drawing it either. She'd picked up a fresh two-pack while she was out all the same, sensible as ever, and stood it on the bathroom shelf where the last one had been. Covering it both ways. That was Erin all over.

Test morning came on a Wednesday. The alarm on her phone went at ten past six the way it had on the two mornings before it, and she was up and into the bathroom before I'd got my eyes properly open, and I lay there listening to the tap run and stop. Then nothing, for the longest three minutes there are. I got up and stood in the doorway, no use to anyone, same as always. She had it laid flat on the edge of the sink and she wasn't picking it up, wasn't hovering, just stood there in her dressing gown with her arms folded, watching the little window fill the way she'd watch a kettle she wasn't sure she'd switched on.

And then a second line came up in it, faint at first and then not faint at all, sitting there clear as the first, and she made a small broken sound I'd not heard from her before, not in all the mornings we'd stood in that bathroom.

She turned round and put it into my hand — she'd not handed me either of the other two — and stood there with her fists up against her mouth. I looked down at the two clear lines in the little window, and I got hold of her and held on.
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Devon came round the Saturday for the last of his bits — a training top and a charger and a water bottle that had got left behind in the rush of the Monday. It was all of two quid's worth of stuff, nothing worth a trip across town, except that both of them knew the trip wasn't really about the charger. She'd texted him in the week to say it had taken. She'd not gone into it, just the fact, plainly — the way term one had always wanted it, him told the same as us.

He stood in the kitchen with the carrier bag of his things in one hand and didn't sit down till she waved him into a chair. Then it was the three of us round the same table it had all been drawn up at, months back, out of her folder and in her handwriting. Erin did the closing. She'd have had it in order in her head before he was through the door; she doesn't do a thing like this off the cuff.

"So it worked," she said. "That's the first thing. It's early, and I'm not soft, I know anything can happen in the early weeks — but it's a proper positive and the dates line up, and I wanted you hearing it from us and not left wondering. So. Thank you. First thing done."

"That's the best news you could've handed me, that. Honestly. Both of you." He said it to the pair of us, the way he said everything that mattered. "I'm made up for you."

"Second thing." She laid her hands flat on the table and counted it off the way she counts. "That's us finished. Today. That was always the term — it runs to a positive and then it stops, the same day, and I made you shake on it right here so it'd bind me the same as you. So it's binding. You don't owe us another window and we don't owe you one, and past today there's no —" the one small stall of the whole thing "— there's nothing carrying on. You know all this already. I just wanted it said out loud, properly, and not left to be a thing that quietly stops happening."

"You don't have to sell me the term." His jaw tightened for a second, there and gone, and he let it lie. "It was a good term. It's half of why I said yes to you two over anyone else. Then it's done, and it's done right, and that's how it should go."

"And the last thing." Her voice did the thing it does when she's decided to feel something on purpose rather than get past it. "You did a good, decent thing for two people you'd never met, and you did every bit of it properly, and I'm only going to say that the once because I mean it a bit too much to go on saying it. So take it with you. That's my three things."

"Then take this on your way and all." He got up when she did. "You were the easiest yes I've ever given anyone. And I'll hold to the after — no turning up, no texts, none of that, that's the deal and I'll keep it. But you know where I am. If it's ever something you'd want, one day — a photo, a line — you send it. I'll never ask. It just stays open, at your end, whenever you want it or never." And that was as near as he ever came to saying the whole of it.

I got up and shook his hand, and I made a proper job of it this time — none of the stiff, apologising fumble of that first café handshake, just took the man's hand and shook it firmly and meant it. Erin saw him down the path. He lifted a hand to me over her shoulder, and went, and the gate latch dropped behind him the way it had all those other nights — and that was the last time it ever would.

Then it was only us left in the kitchen, and I did the two things I'd been carrying around for a fortnight. I opened the deep drawer and dug out Whitfield's letter from under the takeaway menus, where it had sat since the winter — those two clinical pages that had priced out the whole future one bad afternoon. I folded them neatly in half and put them in the bin. It didn't feel like much of anything, and I was glad of that.

The other thing was already leaned against the wall of the spare room, still shrink-wrapped. It was a flat-pack cot I'd carried home the day after the test and not said much about, stood in the bare room where the boxes used to be, waiting on me to find a Sunday to build it.

Erin had sat back down at the table with a pad and a biro. When I came through she'd turned it landscape and ruled it neatly down the middle into two columns, headed the left one *girl* and the right one *boy*. She was sitting there tapping the pen against her teeth, nothing under either of them yet, waiting on me to come and start filling them in with her.


EPILOGUE


She came on a wet Tuesday in the March, a fortnight early. What they'd warned us might be a whole day of it came down to one bad drive across town and forty-odd minutes in a room. I'd not even got my coat off. One minute Erin was braced flat against the corridor wall, breathing through it and telling me off for hovering. The next we were behind a curtain and it was all going far too fast for me to be any help.

And I wasn't, much. I held her hand and told her she was doing brilliantly, which she plainly was and hardly needed me to say so. I stayed up her end where I'd been put. Then it came all at once — the midwife's voice gone low and certain, telling her when to push and when to hold, and Erin bearing down with her whole self, past caring what noise she made.

Then the room changed. There was a slither and a rush and a thin, furious cry. The midwife had her up and wiped her off, and asked over her shoulder, easy as anything, did Dad want to take her. I did. My hands first, before anyone's. They put her into them still warm and roaring, this small heavy weight of a thing, and I carried her round to her mother.

Seven pounds one, she was, for all she'd come early. A full head of black hair, dark and damp and flat to her scalp. Her skin was already a shade or two deeper than either of ours, and she was, without a moment's doubt about it, made in the image of the man we'd picked out of a folder months back. I stood there holding my daughter with all of Devon's colouring on her, and I wanted her exactly as she was.

Erin got her up onto her bare chest, the baby's small dark body on Erin's white skin, and found my eyes over the top of her head — wrecked, shining, past speaking yet. Nobody needed to say the how of it. We'd made our peace with that months back, sat at that same table. And here it was now, breathing on my wife with ten fingers and a temper.

"Well," Erin managed, after a while. "There she is."
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Ruth and Erin's mum came in when they let them, and the noise started then — the cooing and the crying and the passing round. Mum went on about the hair. Ruth took her turn. The pair of them went soft as anything over her. If either of them thought a single thing about the look of her, they had the sense and the love not to say it, and it never came up, not that day and not since. She'd been born to Erin in that room with my name going on the certificate. As far as the corridor was concerned, that was the beginning and end of it. Whatever there'd be to field down the years, we'd field it between us, same as we'd done the rest.

We called her Nora. Erin had had it settled in the girl column since about the week after the test, and I'd not argued it. It was a good plain name and it suited her.
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We brought her home to a room that had been stacked with boxes the whole time we were trying. They'd gone out to the garage months since, and the cot had gone up where they'd stood. Now it had Nora in it, and we left her door open of a night so we'd hear her. The car seat beat me the first go. I stood on the drive swearing quietly at the straps of the thing, and Erin laughed at me from the step — the first proper laugh out of her since the room.

A week or so on, once the two of them had found some sort of rhythm and I could think straight again, Erin asked me to fetch the phone. She'd said all along that she would. We picked one photo out of the hundred I'd taken, Nora asleep with her fist up by her ear. Erin typed the two lines herself and read them back to me before she sent them, carefully, same as she checked everything: that it had gone well, that we were the three of us home and settled, and thank you.

He wrote back inside the hour. Only that he couldn't be happier for us, that she was beautiful, and that he'd not trouble it — we knew where he was, and it stayed at our end, always. Same as he'd said at the table, held to it exactly. Erin read it, nodded slowly to herself, and set the phone screen-down on the arm of the settee.

Then she got up to see to Nora, who'd started up in the next room, and I sat a minute in the quiet with the nursery door open and listened to my wife go in to our girl.


ALSO BY CLAIRE ATTARD

White Wives Blacked & Bred — standalone stories. Different couples, different reasons, the same big Black man invited into the marriage to give the wife the baby she wants.

Man of the House: A White Wife Blacked and Bred Under Her Husband’s Roof

Six weeks of a kitchen refit put Ray in Jess and Scott’s house every working day, with the couple nine months into trying and still nothing. Jess’s habit of watching him becomes a bed-game, the bed-game becomes a pact — and by the fertile week nobody will ever be allowed to know whose baby the nursery is for.

The Reunion: A White Wife Blacked and Bred by the Man She Never Had

At eighteen Laura wrote down what she wanted from Andre and never told a soul. Ten years married, her husband finds the diary — and hands her the reunion weekend, the pill left in the drawer on her word, to finally have the man she never got.

The Summer Hire: A White Wife Blacked and Bred by the Big Black Field Hand While Her Husband Watches

Every summer the crew comes to Marsh Farm and every autumn it leaves. This year a returning field hand asks Ross’s quiet wife to dance, Katie confesses the want in the dark that night, and Ross keeps sending her back out — until a scare lands as disappointment, and they pick the fertile night on purpose.

The Conference: A White Wife Blacked and Bred on a Business Trip While Her Husband Listens

Three days and two hundred miles from James, Hannah is one hotel floor from the keynote speaker whose voice runs rooms for a living. Their half-joke pact goes live down the phone — James hears every step and grants every one — until the oldest rule, condom always, gets broken out loud on an open line by morning.

The Named Man: A White Wife Blacked and Bred by the Man She Named in Bed

For four years Reggie has been the name in Dana and Gareth’s bed — the biggest man at their gym, a fantasy that was never meant to leave the room. Then Dana’s results come back with a clock in them, and if the fantasy was ever going to be real, and the baby ever going to happen, both are now.

The Party: A White Wife Blacked and Bred by Three Black Men in One Night

Nina and Adam settled on the natural-donor route weeks ago. The trouble is the shortlist — three vetted men, three good answers, and no way to choose between them. So Nina stops choosing, and the couple plan the one night in her window when she doesn’t have to.
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