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The skip came on the Sunday and took up half the drive, and by Monday morning Jess had given up pretending the kitchen was still a kitchen. She'd boxed it all over the weekend, the plates and the good glasses and the spice jars Scott never used and wouldn't let her throw out. The kettle and the microwave had gone through to the front room, where they now lived on a folding table beside the washing-up bowl. Three years of saving, and the reward was a house you couldn't cook in. The quote was clipped to the fridge with the deposit line ticked off, and the fridge was the only thing staying where it was.

Scott had gone in early. He managed the service desk at a car dealership out on the ring road, and Monday meant courtesy cars, warranty paperwork, and Colin wanting the whole week mapped before nine. He'd kissed her at the door at half seven and told her good luck with it, love, as if she were the one about to knock a wall down. He was thirty-six, tall in an ordinary way, going a bit solid through the chest since the last of the five-a-side had fallen off. She'd watched his car out of the close and then waited at the front-room window with her tea for the van.

It came at 7:58. Ray Turner was, she'd learn over the weeks of it, the sort of man who turned up two minutes early and made it look as though he'd been there a while. He was a big man, tall and rangy, somewhere in his forties, with gray coming in at the temples and long arms and hands that looked too big for whatever they were holding. He was Black, and he wore the same faded work polo most days with the firm's name gone soft in the wash.

He had his own two-man outfit — the van, a lock-up yard across town, a lad called Kev who came Tuesdays and Thursdays with the radio. He'd done next-door's loft two years back, which was how they'd got his number in the first place; the neighbour had said, he's not the cheapest and he's not fast, but you won't be ringing anyone to come and fix what he did.

He knocked, though the door was open, and introduced himself again as if they'd not met before. Then, before he'd carried a single tool in, he paused between the hall and the kitchen for a minute, looking at the door itself, and took it off its hinges and re-hung it so it stopped catching on the frame. It wasn't on the quote. He didn't mention it. When she said he needn't have, he said the door had been annoying him since the day he came to measure, and it was easier to fix it than to keep noticing it.

By the second day the kitchen was gone. The units came out one by one and went under a tarp in the garden, the old worktop was hauled out to the skip, and the wall between the two rooms wore a neat line of pencil marks where the opening would be knocked through. Ray worked steadily and left the site swept every evening. Jess worked from home — remote payroll for a chain of opticians, month-end runs and a headset on Tuesdays. With the dining room turned into the far end of a building site, her desk had ended up there too, wedged against the one wall staying up, her laptop under a fine grey film she cleared each morning with the flat of her hand. She was thirty-four, dark blonde, slim enough still and freckling across the shoulders now the weather had properly turned. She had fully meant to be the sort of woman who ignored the works and simply got on with the pay run.

She was ready for the noise, the dust, the men in and out. What she hadn't planned for was working eight feet from all of it.

That first week she told herself she was only keeping half an eye on the progress, the way you would with anyone in your house. They'd been married nine years. They'd been off the pill and trying for a baby for eight months, no luck, and had quietly agreed between themselves to give it the full year before they troubled a doctor; plenty of couples took a year, everyone said so.

There was an app on her phone that told her which days mattered, and a drawer of tests under the bathroom sink, bought hopefully back in the spring, most of the box still sitting there. The app rolled over into a new month while the skip was still on the drive, and it marked her fertile days in a hopeful little colour, and she noted them exactly the way she noted a month-end deadline. She opened the app more than she'd have admitted and closed it again. That was where her attention properly belonged. That was the project.

The other project was six feet of builder taking the place apart, and she kept catching herself watching it get done.

The looking started with the tea. She made it because you made builders tea; it was the arrangement her mother would have recognised, and it gave her a reason to cross the site four or five times a day. She'd carry two mugs out on the days Kev was in, the lad's head down and his radio going, oblivious to her; and only the one on the days it was Ray on his own; and either way she'd hand it over and then not quite leave.

One morning early on he was shifting that old worktop, a long run of chipboard and tile that two fitters had carried in between them, years back. Ray got one end up onto his shoulder on his own and walked it steadily out through the back. Jess stood in the doorway with the tea going cold in her hand and frankly watched his forearms while he did it, the size of him filling the gap where the door used to be. Something turned over low in her then, a slow ache she hadn't asked for and let herself feel anyway, and her face flushed hot in the stripped-out room. She was a married woman, eight days off the last negative, and she stood there like a girl.

"Cheers." He came back for the mug, not out of breath. "You didn't have to."

"It's only tea."

"It's not nothing, this time of morning." He drank half of it easily where he stood, told her the plasterer was booked for the Thursday after next and the steel for the opening was coming Friday, and went back to it. That was the length of most of their talk. He wasn't one of those men who worked in silence. He'd tell her plainly what was coming next, what he'd found behind the old plaster, what she'd want to decide about where the sockets went. But he never once asked her a single thing about herself, and she found she liked that, the way you'd like a clear morning that wanted nothing from you.

Once, holding a length of the old skirting up to the light, he reckoned the previous owners had papered straight over damp rather than deal with it. People mostly did that, he said. Chose the quick thing over the right one and left it for whoever came after. He said it evenly, no judgement in it, the way another man might comment on the weather, and turned back to picking at the plaster with his thumbnail. It stayed with her all morning.

On the Tuesday she took a payroll query on her headset with the drill going and had to press one ear shut and finish the call out in the hall, apologising to a branch manager in Leeds for the racket. Back at the desk she ran the figures. Between two screens she looked up through the new gap in the wall to where Ray knelt marking the floor, the shirt pulled tight across his back, his forearms braced along the boards. It pulled at her, a dull throb she worked around, and she made herself look back down.

Scott's own days ran to a different clock entirely. He'd run that desk at Balfour's for six years. Mostly it meant apologising for things that weren't his fault — a part gone to back-order, a warranty claim head office wanted to wriggle out of, a car brought back with an empty tank and a fresh dent nobody would put their hand up to. He was good at it in a way that quietly surprised people, because he actually rang them back when he said he would; Colin, who owned the place and rang nobody back himself, called it Scott's one saleable skill and meant it kindly. Saturdays he did one in three on the rota, in by eight, and those were the long ones. He liked the job well enough. He liked the coming home from it a good deal more.

So he didn't hear about the looking. She told him everything else, the way she always had. He'd get in at six most nights, still in the work polo and smelling faintly of the valeting bay. The two of them would walk the site together while she showed him what had shifted since the morning, the wall opened up, the steel in, the pencil marks turned into an actual room. He ran his hand over the raw brick of the new opening and said the bloke plainly knew his trade, you could see it. Jess agreed that he did, and left out the part where she'd watched him haul a worktop out single-handed and felt it in her stomach. It seemed a small thing to hold back. Nothing had come of it. She told him very nearly everything, and she kept that one thing to herself, and left the why of it alone.

That first Friday Scott got back while Ray was still loading the van, and the two of them met properly out on the drive by the skip. He put his hand out and said he'd heard good things. Ray took it and said the neighbour exaggerated, then walked him round the week the way he walked Jess through it, the opening framed now, the steel bearing the wall, the units chalked out on the floor. He asked the sort of questions Jess never thought to, about loadings and where the boiler would sit, and Ray answered them flat and exact. The two men stood in the wreck of the kitchen and got on easily enough.

Ray capped his flask, said he'd see them Monday, and left them to it. Jess watched the pair of them from the hall — her husband and the builder, easy together in the room being made — and felt the pull of it drag through her again, worse for the two of them stood side by side. She went back to her desk and said nothing about it.

That night they were both worn through, her from a month-end that had run long and him from a week of Colin, and the sex they had started as the sort you have to keep a marriage rather than the sort you can't help. The bedroom had stayed shut against the works the whole time, the door closed on the dust, the lamp low. He was over her and moving, and she had her eyes closed and had gone somewhere else, and he felt it happen, felt her attention leave the room the way you feel a passenger stop talking beside you. He slowed and asked if she was still with him.

"Yeah." Then, into the dark past his shoulder, flat, as though she were reading it off one of her lists: "Half four today he got the steel beam up for the opening. On his own, near enough. Kev had one end but Ray took the weight of it."

He went still. Not out of her; in her, stopped. "Did he."

"I stood at my desk and watched the whole of it." Her voice had gone low and careful, the way it went over a run of figures that had to come right. "His arms. That's all it was. I've been watching him all week."

He waited to find out what he was supposed to feel, and while he waited he felt his cock go harder inside her instead of softer, and that told him before he'd worked it out for himself. He started moving again, slow, listening now.

"Tell me," he said.

"There's nothing to tell you. He lifts things. He's got a reach on him, and hands like—" She stopped. "I don't know why I'm telling you this."

"No, tell me." His mouth was at her ear. "What were you thinking, watching him?"

"Nothing. That he's strong." A breath. "That's not true. I can't tell you what I was thinking. Just — something, all week, and it wouldn't sit down."

"Bet you stood there fretting he'd scuff the new floor," he said, and he wasn't fretting about the floor either, and they both knew it.

"No." Almost a laugh, caught. "No. I really wasn't thinking about the floor."

"So tell me the rest," he said, and he'd gone quiet and careful with it, the asker in him coming properly awake. "What have you actually been doing all week, with him here?"

She told him in pieces then, and the pieces were small and ordinary. She'd made the tea four times over when twice would honestly have done. She'd carried it out each time and not quite left. Half nine he'd got that whole worktop up on his shoulder by himself, and she'd stopped there to watch his arms, dry-mouthed, and let the mug she was holding go cold.

"And then what?" he murmured, moving in her again.

"And then nothing. He said cheers and I came back in and I couldn't have told you a single figure I ran the rest of the morning." The careful edges had gone out of her voice now. "That's the truth of it. All it's been."

"Did he catch you at it?"

"Maybe. I couldn't say for sure," she said, turning her face into the pillow. "He didn't let on if he did." A shiver went through her, and she pressed herself back onto him. "I keep wondering whether he could tell."

That last part did something to him he genuinely hadn't seen coming. He felt her go slick and soft around him as she said it, felt the whole thing shift under him, and he swore softly and fucked her properly then, deeper and slower, his cock hard in a way it hadn't been in a while. She was soaked and aching with it, and she clenched around him and moaned into his shoulder and pulled him down by the back of the neck and told him not to stop. Neither of them said the builder's name aloud. It didn't take long after that for either of them. She came first, gasping, tightening around him, which hardly ever happened these days, and he pushed deep and spilled his cum into her a moment later with his face buried in her hair.

They lay in the dark not talking. It should have wanted saying, and neither reached for it. She fell asleep before he did, one arm over his chest, and Scott lay under it staring at the ceiling he couldn't see, half-hard again already just thinking about it, and turned the one question over that she hadn't answered and he hadn't asked. Not whether she'd looked. She'd told him she'd looked. Whether she'd wanted the man to look back.

He told himself he'd ask her in the morning.
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By the third night Scott asked for it before she'd got the lamp off.

They hadn't touched the thing the first morning after. She'd told him about the builder's arms and they'd both come hard on it, and then over breakfast neither of them had mentioned a word of it. She'd half braced for him to be strange with her over it, and he wasn't in the slightest. He'd simply asked whether the plasterer was still booked for the Thursday and gone off to Balfour's like any Monday. The second night he'd asked, careful about it, whether she'd watched Ray again that day, and she had, and she'd given him a little of it, and it had gone the same easy way. By the third it was just there in the bed between them, a thing they did now.

"Go on, then," he said, on his back with his hands behind his head. "What've I missed?"

The units had come that Tuesday, stacked flat in the garage under a sheet, and the plumber had been in first thing to move a pipe, so most of the day Ray had been on his own marking the ceiling for the new lights. Jess had watched a good deal of that from her desk. She told Scott about it now, plainly, the room dark and the works quiet under them.

"He was up the stepladder half the afternoon, marking out, arms up over his head the whole time." She heard her own voice drop into the careful, exact register she used for a column of numbers that had to balance. "He never went past the third step. Anything higher he just reached for. Didn't need the top of the steps at all."

"And you sat there and worked."

"I ran the Manchester branch twice because I lost my place the first time."

He laughed, low, and turned his head toward her. "Bet he was miles away. Thinking about socket heights."

"Probably not even that," she said, though she didn't for a second believe it.

"Didn't clock you at all, then."

"I didn't say that." She was quiet a moment, working out honestly how much of it was true. "He came down for his tea afterwards and told me the light in here'd be a lot better by the weekend. I said good and didn't hear the second half of it."

He made a low sound in his chest she felt more than heard, and his hand came off the pillow and found her hip under the covers. He didn't do anything with it. He just left it there and asked her the next thing, and she was aware, absurdly, of a pulse starting up between her legs at nothing, at only telling him.

"What were you actually looking at? Not his arms. What was going on in your head?"

That was his shape, she was learning. He never told her what she'd felt. He asked, and then he asked again a slightly different way, and he'd offer a wrong one on purpose to make her put the right one in his hands. It was the same thing he did on the phone at work, she supposed, drawing a complaint out of someone who'd only rung up to shout.

"His hands, if you want it exact." She turned onto her side toward him. "He had the pencil behind his ear and he was holding the tape up flat to the ceiling with one hand, the whole span of it, and I was thinking about the size of them. That's the honest answer. I was standing at my own desk in my own house thinking about a builder's hands and whether—" She stopped.

"Whether what," he said, and drew one finger slowly down the length of her spine, and waited her out.

"Nothing. That's the report. That's your lot."

He'd started calling it that two nights ago and now it was theirs, the word for it — the report, like she filed one every evening, dutiful, complete. She'd told him he was a pervert and he'd said he'd rather have it exact, and it had stuck.

"That's not the full report and you know it." He rolled up onto his elbow over her. "You said whether."

"Whether he'd have let me watch if I'd just stood there and done it openly. Instead of pretending to check my phone." She got it out fast and flat, her face gone hot in the dark and a fresh ache starting up between her legs at nothing but the saying of it. "There — now you've got the lot of it."

He kissed her, once, and she could feel him hard against her leg through everything, and when he pulled back he was grinning, she could hear it.

"Wear the green one tomorrow," he said.

"It's a building site, love." She was half laughing at him. "He's got a lad on the radio and a skip full of my old kitchen out the front."

"Take him his tea in it, then. That's all. See if the report reads any different." He kissed her again before she could answer, and she was laughing into it and not saying no. That was the first of them, cooked up in the dark and deniable by morning — a dress, a mug of tea, nothing you could put your hand on.
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The green one was cotton, sleeveless, the kind of thing you'd not look at twice in a supermarket queue. She put it on Wednesday after he'd left for work and stood in front of the mirror feeling like an idiot and wore it anyway. Kev was in that day; she could hear his football phone-in going out in the garden, and she told herself that made it more sensible somehow, two of them on site, less like anything at all.

She left it until gone eleven to make the first brew. Ray was up the stepladder when she carried the mugs through. She set his down on the worktop offcut they were using as a table, and then, because holding it steady for a man up it was the most ordinary thing in the world, she put her hand flat on the cold aluminium frame. She looked up the whole length of him while he finished the line he was marking. From down there he seemed to go up a long way. His arm was stretched right across the ceiling, the muscle standing out along it, the tape flat under his hand the whole span without a wobble. She held on to the frame and had to work quietly at breathing normally, which was absurd, a grown woman in her own house at half eleven on a Wednesday, gone wet through for a man she barely knew.

"You can let go of that, you know." He called it down at her, not unkindly, already stepping down a rung at a time. "It's rated for twice my weight, this thing. But cheers."

She took her hand off it. Standing this close she had to tip her head right back to keep his face, which she hadn't reckoned on. Up near, he was only a big tired man of forty-odd, sawdust caught in the hair of his forearms and a pencil behind his ear. He took a long pull of his tea and told her the sparky was booked for Friday to first-fix the new points. Did they still want the pendant over where the table was going, he asked, and she said yes, they did, and had no memory a minute later of deciding it. He hadn't looked at the dress. Or he had and she couldn't tell, which was worse — or better; she genuinely could not have said which. That not-knowing sat on her all the way back to her desk. She opened a file she did not read and pressed the cold back of her hand to her cheek, and felt the slow ache of it low down, wet over nothing, over a builder up at her ceiling with a pencil, wanting nothing and going nowhere and there all the same.

Her phone lit up at half twelve with *green one on?*, which would be him at the desk with it down in his lap. She sent back *since seven, you're welcome* and put the phone face down. It buzzed again inside a minute — *taken his tea in it?* — and she typed that she had, twice, and that she'd held his ladder for him just now. There was a gap then, long enough that she'd got properly back into the Manchester figures. Then it went again — *held his what?* — and she wrote back that it was the ladder, he was up it, someone holds it. His answer came a second later, *right, course they do.* She put the phone down for good and got on, smiling in spite of herself, out the back Kev's football still going.

Across town Scott had read all that at the service desk at Balfour's, a customer's key fob in his other hand. He put the phone away in his pocket and dealt with the man in front of him, who wanted to know why a part for a four-year-old estate was three weeks on back-order and whether he was personally to blame for it. He booked him a courtesy car, apologised twice, rang the parts line patiently while the bloke watched, and got him gone. Then he stood a second longer behind the desk than he strictly needed to. The plain fact of his wife in that green dress, both hands up on the rungs for another man, had landed in his chest and lower down. It carried more force than he'd been ready for at twenty to one on a Wednesday, and he was not about to walk across a busy showroom floor in the state it had put him in.

He'd written half of it and he knew he had. He'd told her to wear the dress. That was the part he kept turning over between calls all afternoon, in the warranty meeting where Colin talked for forty minutes about margins and he heard perhaps a third of it, in the slow patch after three when the phones went quiet. It wasn't happening to him. He was doing it, the two of them were, and it had a charge to it he could not remember feeling about anything in a long time. He kept prodding warily for the jealousy he assumed ought to be in there somewhere, like tonguing for a sore tooth, and there was simply nothing. Whatever it was instead, it wasn't that, and it stayed with him the whole way home.
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That night he got the report out of order, a bit at a time, because she made him work for it.

They'd eaten in the front room off their knees with the microwave doing the work a kitchen used to, and gone up early, and now the lamp was low and he had her against him and was asking. She gave him the dress first, then the business at the foot of it, and then made him wait while she decided how much of the rest he'd earned.

"I held it for him. Put my hand flat on it and looked up at him the whole time, and he was right up near the ceiling with his arm stretched clean across it." Her voice dropped low and precise against his chest. "And I didn't want to let go when he climbed down, that's the bit of it. He told me I could let go, it's rated for twice his weight, and I did, but I didn't want to."

"Because then he'd have gone back up."

"Because then it was over." She turned the ring on her finger slowly with her thumb, a thing she did, and he felt her do it. "He got down off it and I had to put my head right back to keep looking at him. I'm not tall and he's — he's a lot of man, Scott, up close. And he took his tea off me and I couldn't tell you one word he said."

"And you stood there in the green dress with your head back."

"And I stood there in that dress with my head back, thinking about a builder, in the middle of the morning." She pressed her face into his neck. "And then I went and sat at my desk and I was wet through it and couldn't do the Manchester run. So there's your report. Every last line of it."

He'd gone hard against her hip a while ago, and she was working herself slowly against his thigh without seeming to have decided to. He got a hand up under her top and took her tit, thumbing the nipple as he moved over her, and she opened her legs and he pushed in. She was slick enough that he sank to the root in one, her clit already tight and swollen against the base of him. They both went quiet for a second at that, at how ready she was.

"He wanted to," he murmured into her hair, still moving. "You know he did."

"You can't know that."

"No." He liked that better, if anything. "But say he did. Say he'd let you keep hold of it."

She made a small noise against him. "Don't."

"Say it, though." He kept still inside her, not moving, waiting the way he'd waited on the phone all those years, patient, certain it would come.

So she gave it to him, in pieces, the careful edges going quietly out of her the way they had the first night. It came small and specific, because that was the only way she knew how — his hands, what just one of them would cover; that she'd stood at the foot of it and thought about being picked up like she weighed nothing. "I wanted to know what he'd feel like," she said into his neck, past minding now what it sounded like. "What his cock would even feel like. Whether I could take something that big." He fucked her in long deep strokes through all of it, and she was soaking around him, her pussy slick and open on every plain filthy thing she handed over, and he could feel it, and he told her so.

"And here's the thing," she said, and then stopped, because she'd started to say something she hadn't planned and her whole body had told her it was coming before her mouth caught up. She was a woman who always knew what week it was.

"What," he said, going still over her, his mouth near her ear.

"Nothing, it's mad, forget I said it."

"Jess." He turned her chin gently back toward him with two fingers. "Tell me."

"The window's coming up now." She got it out flatly, into the dark. "Works week five. It's on the app. And I was lying here just now thinking — if it was then. If it was a window night, and it was him instead of you." Her breath caught. "You'd never know. That's the mad part. If he came in me on one of those nights there'd be no way on earth to tell whose it was, and we'd just have a baby and love it and never once be sure."

It went through both of them at once. She felt it go through him, felt his cock jerk hard inside her the instant she said it, the way hers had answered a second before her voice did. He'd stopped moving. Now he started again slowly, and it was different, there was real weight behind it.

"Say that again," he breathed, low and not quite steady.

"If he put his cum in me on a window night you'd never know if it was yours." She had her hands in his hair, pulling. "Neither would I. We'd raise it as ours and never be able to say whose it was."

"Christ." He was fucking her properly now, and she'd got her heels up round the backs of his thighs, and neither of them was pretending it was just the two of them in the room. "You want that. His cock in you on the right night, breeding you, and neither of us ever knowing whose it is."

The word did something to her she hadn't been ready for — she heard herself make a sound at it, at *breeding*, and pushed up hard onto him.

"I don't know what I want. I want—" and she came before she could finish it, hard, her pussy clamping down on him and her mouth open against his shoulder with no sound coming out, which almost never happened. She was still pulsing around him when the feel of her took him a few strokes later, and he shoved deep and spent himself, his cum spilling up into her, the whole what-if still hanging in the air over the bed where they'd let it out.

Afterwards they lay a long time and did not talk, the same as the first night and not the same at all. The first night there'd been a thing in the room neither could name. This one had a name now, and words, and a date on an app two weeks off, and she lay against his side and did not once look toward the landing or the cupboard under the sink where the tests still sat. It was in the house with them.
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Her body told her before the app did, a day early, the way it usually managed. She was two branches into the pay run when the low drag started up under her waistband, familiar and unkind, its own thing entirely, well apart from the man on the other side of the plastic sheet. She sat with it a second. Somewhere in the stripped kitchen the drill stopped and started again. She keyed the last of the Leeds figures because they were nearly done, and because she knew perfectly well what it was and would sooner run numbers than sit still with it.

The downstairs loo was a stud wall and a coil of pipe at this stage of things, so she went up. It took less than a minute to tell her what she already knew. Month nine. She washed her hands and stood a moment at the sink, a grown woman in the middle of a building site. Then she went down to her desk and sent him two words, because he'd be sitting on his phone waiting for them, same as every month now.

*no joy,* she typed, and added a kiss so it looked less bleak than it felt, and set the phone screen-down beside the laptop, and got quietly back to the run.

Across town Scott felt it go in his pocket in the middle of telling a woman her car would be another day yet. He knew what it was before he looked, the same way Jess had, before her phone had a word to say about it. He finished with the woman and booked her the extra day, then took himself off to the little glass parts cubby out the back before he let himself read the two words he'd already read in his head. Whatever he typed back was the wrong thing, and he sent it regardless, because Colin was crossing the floor with a clipboard and it was gone eleven on a Wednesday morning. At lunch he rang her from the car with a sandwich going soft in its packet. She was fine, she said, in the voice she used when she'd decided to be, and they left most of it there, because it had all been said the eight times before.

That evening they ate with plates on their laps in the front room, the telly low, the microwave still doing a kitchen's work. The game stayed where they'd left it, an app and a date and a what-if they'd both said out loud the night before the month turned them down. Tonight it would have been an ugly thing to pick up, which both of them felt. She put her feet in his lap and he closed a hand round her ankle, and they half-watched a programme with the sound down. Under the quiet the low ache of the last two weeks was still in her, the want that had turned up unasked and would not leave, and she lay against him half glad of it. It was the quietest they'd been in a fortnight, the old married quiet, and easy enough.
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The dares had carried on after the month let them down, and if anything they'd got a little bolder. By the Friday of that week she was quietly finding reasons to be near him that she'd have been ashamed to write down anywhere.

Kev was off — one of Ray's own days, just him and the radio off and the house quiet around the two of them. The opening between the old kitchen and the dining room was framed and no more, a stud doorway you went through sideways if two of you met in it, and twice that morning she met him in it. The first was chance, her with a mug in each hand and him coming the other way with an armful of ripped-up floorboard, no room to get past each other. She turned side-on against the frame to let him by. He went past carefully, the boards held clear of her. She got the heat off him and the smell of sawdust and clean sweat, the whole near side of him filling the little gap for the second it took, his shoulder up level with her eyes. It was over in a breath, and it left her clenched and aching, her nipples tight against her top, her body answering the size of him before her head could weigh in. She invented the second one an hour later with a mug she barely needed to carry, purely to feel him go by again. That time he said "mind your back" without turning round, and she flattened against the frame and let him, soaked through just from setting it up, from standing near enough to breathe him in.

It came on hot in the afternoon, the first real day of it, and she took the excuse the works gave her to be out of the dusty house and in the garden with her arms bare. She told herself the tubs wanted watering. Ray was running loads of broken plaster and dead units out past the side gate, back and forth to the skip. She stood at the outside tap with the hose in her hand a good deal longer than any tub needed, watching him swing the rubble up over the lip of it. He'd stripped down to a t-shirt gone dark down the spine, and each time he lifted, the long reach of him did the work before the strength seemed to, and she watched it openly, past caring. She stood there with the hose running to nothing over her wrist. She pictured it — his cock in her, his cum in her after, the length of him she'd confessed to her husband at night and turned over most of every day since. The ache of it sat heavy and constant, and had her pressing her thighs together where she stood at the tap. A sensible woman would have watered the tubs and gone back inside. She stayed at the tap.

On one of the passes he caught her at it. He set a load down and looked over at her, and held the look longer than a man does when he only happens to glance up, long enough that she knew she'd been seen, and knew he knew it. Then he nodded at the hose.

"You'll flood them," he said. "Tubs. If you leave it running like that."

She looked down at the little lake she'd made round the tub and turned the tap off. By the time she looked up again he'd taken the next load and gone round the gate with it. Her face was hot in a way the sun had nothing to do with, and she was throbbing low between her legs, set off by a held look and a word about flooding the tubs.

Ray knew, and had known the best part of a week, and it took up about as much room in his head as it deserved. He'd been finishing other people's houses better than twenty years, and he'd seen the inside of more marriages than he'd ever have chosen to. The wife who found reasons, the dress that was a lot for a Wednesday, the second mug of tea when one had done. Mostly it came to nothing, and he made sure it came to nothing, because a builder who let it come to something stopped getting asked back, and rightly so. It wasn't his to start. If it was ever going to be a thing at all it would have to come from the both of them, said straight to his face in the daylight, and it never was. So he simply kept his eyes on the boards and his answers short and ran the rubble out, and at half four he loaded up and told her he'd see her Monday.

She went back inside and could not have said, an hour on, whether that look had been anything at all. He'd said tubs. He'd said she'd flood them. And under that, or maybe it was only that and nothing else, he had held her eye a second too long and let her watch him do it. She honestly could not tell which. She carried it round the rest of the afternoon like a stone in her shoe, unable to decide if it was the best thing that had happened to her all month or something she'd dreamed up whole.
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In bed that night he asked, carefully, if she wanted to give him the day's report, and she said not tonight, and he let it go. For a while they lay there with the lamp off, quietly not doing the thing they did every night for two weeks straight.

"Can I say something and you not take it wrong," she asked, eventually.

"Go on."

"That —" she meant the game, and he knew she did "— is the best sex we've had in a year, near enough. Me telling you about a builder's arms. Daft dares I'm too old for." She let a breath out slowly. "And the proper sort, the kind that's meant to make a baby, that's turned into a thing we clock in for. I lie there after with my hips up on the pillow like a good girl doing her homework. And I can't work out what it says about us that the made-up thing is the one that works."

He took his time with it. Then his hand came across and found hers under the covers.

"It doesn't have to say anything about us," he offered. "One of them we do because we want to. The other we've been doing because we're supposed to. Doesn't mean there's anything wrong with the two of us."

She turned that over and couldn't argue with it, and didn't especially want to, and was grateful to him for saying it flat and not making a thing of it. Even so, the telling of it had set the old ache going in her the way it always did now, and she lay there feeling it and let it be. They didn't play the report. That was two nights running now, and they left it there.
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It was two nights after that he brought it into the light, at the fold-out table in the front room with the plates not yet cleared.

He'd been carrying it about all week and she'd known he had. He'd get a look sometimes, mid-sentence about the dealership or his mother, and lose the thread of whatever he'd been saying. Tonight he set his fork down and left it down.

"Can I ask you something daft," he muttered, to the table more than to her. "And you don't have to answer it now."

"You can ask."

"That thing you said. The other week, in bed. About the window, and — you know the bit I mean." He pressed a crumb flat under one fingertip and didn't look up. "I can't tell if we were only talking. Winding ourselves up. Or."

"Or whether I meant it."

"Or whether either of us did."

A car went by outside and its lights swung over the ceiling and off. "I don't know if I meant it," she said, which was true, and then gave him the rest, because he'd asked it straight and it was owed him the same. "But I've thought about it every day since. So it wasn't only talking. Not for me."

He held still with it a moment, then nodded slowly, taking it in the way he took a hard thing at the desk.

"Right," he said. "Okay." And then, reaching around it because it was easier than going straight at it: "So how would it even — I mean who. Some fella off the internet. One of those, I don't know what you call them, couples that arrange it. Is that the sort of⁠—"

"No." Flat, and out before he'd finished. "God, no. Not a stranger off a website. That's grim, and anyway it's not the thing." She heard herself going precise, the words coming out clipped and exact. "A stranger's just a risk and a lie with nothing to show for it but the risk and the lie. I've not been lying here thinking about a stranger."

He looked at her properly then. And she made herself say it while he was still arriving at it himself.

"It's the man in the kitchen or it's nobody," she said. "That's the honest size of it. It only even makes sense because he's already here. You wouldn't have to sneak anyone in or lie to a soul about where he was — he's in the house every day as it is, his van out front with the firm's name painted down it. Because I've been looking at him three weeks and you've been getting me off to it every night since. Anyone else, it's just cheating."

In the bed he'd only ever been *him*, the builder, a shape with a reach on him; they'd never once used the name in the dark. Scott used it now, in the lit room, and it sat there differently than it ever had at breakfast.

"Ray."

He sat with that a while. She could watch the practical side of him move three questions down the road already. She waited, because there was one more thing she wanted on the table before he got there on his own and made it his.

"And here's the part I keep coming back to," she murmured. "It's not even the sex." She had both hands flat on the table now, soaked and flushed saying it in the lit room with the plates still out, wanting it worse in daylight than she ever had in the dark. "If it happened on a window night — and I mean if, we're only saying — if he finished in me, his cum and yours both in me off the one day, I wouldn't want a test after. Not ever. I wouldn't count the days back or work the odds out. I'd want it just ours, and never to find out whose. That's the part I can't put down, love — another man's baby, maybe, and me choosing never to know."

For a moment he said nothing at all. Then he got up. For one cold second she thought she'd gone too far and he was leaving the room, but he only went to the fridge, took the quote down from under its magnet, brought it back, and turned it over to the blank back of the last page.

"Right, then," he said, and set it in front of her with the biro out of the drawer. "You're the one who writes things down. If we're talking about it properly, let's have it written."

So she wrote, because writing a thing down was how she made it real, and her hand wasn't quite steady. *No test,* she put. *Ever.* Then: *nobody counts the days.* Then, after a moment, because it was the thing that mattered most and cost least to say: *you get told everything, same day.* She got that far and the pen stopped over the fourth line.

"And he'd have to know," she said. "All of it. That we're trying for a baby. That my body's ready and there's nothing in me to stop it. That there'll never be a test. He'd have to say yes to the real thing, not some fantasy where he thinks he's only⁠—"

"Getting lucky with the client's wife."

"Yeah."

She didn't write that one down. She left the rest unwritten. The three lines sat there on the back of the estimate in her small square hand, and the pair of them looked at the biro lying across it without reaching to finish the list. They went up not long after, and left it deciding itself. Neither of them wanted the report tonight; it would have been like laughing in church. The paper stayed on the table where she'd left it, turned over to its blank side, three lines of her writing on it and the biro laid across, the rest of the page still empty.
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The paper sat on the table nearly a week before either of them went near it. It was Scott who picked it back up, on the Sunday, when Kev's radio and the drills had been gone out of the house a full day and the quiet made everything easier to say. He turned the estimate over to the three lines she'd written there and read them again, though he knew them by now, and set it back down flat between them where it had been all week.

"We finish it or we bin it," he said. "One of the two. It's not right, it sitting there half done. You've walked past it every time you've made a brew."

"I know." She had. She'd wiped round it twice and moved the fruit bowl onto it once and not thrown it out. "I didn't want to be the one who did either."

He got the biro from the drawer and put it by the page. Then, because it was his turn and they both knew it was, he was the one who said the first line out loud this time.

"No test," he said. "That's the one that matters, so let's have it be mine as well as yours. If it takes, we don't find out. Not ever, not down the line when it's got your chin or it hasn't. We don't send anything off, we don't sit doing the sums at two in the morning. That's the whole thing, isn't it. The bit you can't put down."

"That's the bit I can't put down."

"Then we're both saying it." He didn't write it — it was written — but he touched the line with two fingers, the way you'd press a nail flush. "No test. Nobody counts the days back. And you tell me everything, same night, every time, so there's never a thing in this house I don't know about."

She worried her wedding ring round and round with her thumb and went slowly, one line at a time, the way she'd tick down a pay run so nothing got missed. "There's a couple more that go with it. It's my say-so, all of it — when, and how much, and whether it happens at all on a given day. If I don't want to, that's the end of it, no reasons owed. And the same for you. Either one of us says stop, it all stops, and we don't make the other feel daft for it."

"Agreed. Easy." He lined the biro up square with the edge of the page and left it there. "And the last one. The one you wouldn't write."

"He has to know the lot." She said it flatly, no wrapping on it. "Not some tidy half-version where he reckons he's just having a bit of fun with a bored housewife while the husband's out at work. He has to know we're trying. That there's nothing standing in the way of it taking. That there'll be no test, so if it's his, he'll never be told and never get to ask." She paused, then gave him the rest, because it was the real weight of the thing and he was owed the real weight. "It's a lot to put on a man and then send him home to his own tea. He might well say no. Honestly, I'd think less of him if he said yes without stopping to think about it properly."

He took that in slowly. She watched the practical side of him go down the road with it, working out the how, the same as he worked out a warranty claim that head office wanted to duck.

"Friday, then," he said. "He does the walkthrough with the both of us every Friday anyway. We do it after, once the lad's gone. Both of us there. You said it — it comes from the two of us or it doesn't come at all."

"Friday." Her mouth had gone dry saying the day out loud, a real day, five off. Under the table the want sat low and steady in her, a dull heavy throb she'd long stopped being ashamed of. It had come out of nowhere three weeks back and only got worse since, and it was hers, and every bit of it was indecent.

She picked the biro up and wrote the fourth line after all, short, because a thing wasn't quite real to her till she'd seen it in her own writing: *he gets told the whole of it.* Then she capped the pen and they sat quietly a moment, looking at the four lines on the back of the builder's estimate. Neither of them reached to play the report that night; it belonged to a different sort of evening than this. They folded the page in half and slid it under the tea towels and went up, with only the one thing left to settle, which was the day itself.
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He did the walkthrough every Friday with the two of them, the last half hour of the week, taking them round what had moved since Monday. That Friday he took them round it the same way he did every week. The units were in and levelled, the worktop template gone off to be cut, the downstairs WC finally a room and not a pile of pipe. There was a snag with the boiler flue he flagged before they could, and a socket he wanted to move six inches that Jess agreed to without hearing herself.

Kev had gone at four. Scott had got in at five to catch the end of it, still in the work polo. When Ray had run through the lot and was packing up to go, Scott stopped him. "Ray. Before you shoot off. Have you got ten minutes? There's a thing we wanted to run past you, the both of us."

Something in how he said it made Ray set his flask back down on the offcut they used for a table. He looked from one of them to the other and back, in no hurry, and leaned his weight on the new counter.

"Go on."

So they told him, Jess letting her husband do the talking. None of it was rehearsed and it came out the plainer for that — that they'd been trying for a baby a year and more with no luck, no doctor yet, nothing wrong with either of them so far as they knew. That somewhere in the last few weeks, with Ray in the house every day, a thing had got into their heads and neither of them had been able to get it out again. That they weren't asking him to keep a secret or tell a lie, because there'd be no secret — the two of them would know all of it, always. And that they didn't use anything, and they weren't going to, and there would never be a test, so if it happened his way, nobody in the world would ever be told whose it was, himself included.

Ray heard the whole of it out without moving. He didn't do the thing another man might have done, the grin or the wince or the joke to let the air out. He stood with one forearm braced on the counter he'd fitted that week and looked mostly at the floor and let the man say his piece. When the telling ran out of road he stayed quiet a good while longer.

"That's a lot to have carried round all week," he said, at last. Then, to Scott, level: "And this is you asking me. The two of you."

"It's both of us. It doesn't happen otherwise. That was the first thing we agreed."

"Right." He nodded slowly, took that in, and then he turned his head and looked at Jess directly for the first time since the telling had started, and she felt it go through her like a hand laid flat on her chest. Even now, with the whole weight of it in the room, some low part of her still marked the long reach of the arm braced on the counter and the sheer bulk of him leaned over it. She flushed and clenched with wanting him, at the worst possible moment there was to be wanting anyone, the same as she had every day since he'd started on the house. "Both of you, he says. I'll want it from you as well, then. Not him speaking for you. You." He wasn't unkind about it and he wasn't soft either. "Is this a thing you want. In your own words, with him stood there."

She'd known lists her whole working life and none of them helped her now. "Yes," she said, and her voice came out lower than she'd meant. "I've wanted it three weeks. I stopped being able to pretend I didn't a while back. It's not him talking me into anything — if anything it's the other way about." She made herself hold his eye while she said it, because he'd asked her to his face and it was owed him to his face. "So, yes. I want it. And I want it the way he said. No test, ever."

Ray looked at her a moment longer, then away, and picked the flask back up and turned it once in his hand without opening it.

"I'll not answer that tonight," he said. "It's not a thing you say yes to stood in a kitchen with your tools still out. I'll tell you Monday." He said it flat, no ceremony, the way he'd tell them the plasterer was pushed to Thursday. "That do you?"

"Course," Scott said. "Take the weekend. There's no⁠—"

"Monday." He said it again, closing it, and picked up his level and his bag, and told them he'd see them then, and went out to load the van the way he did at the end of any week.

He thought it over the way he thought over anything that mattered, taking his time, not saying much, his hands busy on other work the whole weekend. He spent the Saturday on a bathroom over the far side of town and the Sunday doing not much at all, and he turned it round the whole time. Not the sex of it; he'd got past being surprised by what married people wanted years ago. It was the size of what they were handing him, and how carefully they'd built it before they'd ever said a word to him — they'd measured it out before they cut, four lines on the back of his own estimate, the way he'd have done himself.

What sat oddest with him, and what he'd never in his life have said out loud to either of them, was the plain fact of being asked at all. Both of them, across their own table, with their eyes open. He'd hung other men's doors twenty years and been thanked and paid and forgotten. This was a different thing.

Monday the van pulled up at two minutes to eight, the same as any other morning. He let himself in and put the kettle on the folding table in the front room and made three teas without being asked. Jess came through with her laptop under the dust; her husband was still lacing his shoes in the hall. Ray handed them each a mug. "Right. The answer's yes. On your terms, the way you said them — I've had all weekend and nothing's changed my mind. So that's that." He took a swig of it. "And nobody's to make it strange. I've a kitchen to finish either road."

Scott laughed, once, mostly out of nerves, and said right, good, and went off to work ten minutes later because the day had to start somewhere. Behind him the drill started up in the stripped kitchen and Jess sat down at her dusty desk to open the payroll.
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Then there were the days in between, and the strangest part of it all was that nothing happened in them.

She'd half thought it would change the air of the place, all three of them knowing now, but it didn't. Ray came in dead on time and worked and told her the worktop would land Wednesday and did she still want the join over by the wall and not the sink, and she said the wall, and he marked it up.

The fitters brought the stone in on the Wednesday and he set it himself, checking it dead level end to end the way he checked everything. She watched him from her desk past a screen full of pension figures. Twice she caught the cord of muscle jump in his forearm as he took the weight of the slab, and felt the want throb up in her, sharp and shaming and entirely out of place at eleven on a work morning. She was thinking, really, about the other window, the one on her phone, and the date coming with it now that had never meant anything before. He gave nothing away at all. He was simply a man who'd said he'd do a thing and was quietly waiting to do it, and in the meantime there was a kitchen to finish, so he finished it.

Across town Scott had it worse, because he had nothing to do with his hands but book courtesy cars and wait. He found himself counting the days, four and then three, when the one thing he'd put his name to for later was never to count anything at all. He rang her at lunch on the Tuesday for no reason he could give, and they talked about nothing much — the join on the counter, whether Colin would notice if he slipped off at five. Neither of them said the actual thing once. It didn't need saying, and saying it out loud might have jinxed it.

On the Thursday night the little coloured band on the app slid onto the next day and the two after, the way it did every month. Only this month she lay in the dark with her phone lighting her face and kept it open a while. Tomorrow. Kev was Tuesdays and Thursdays, so tomorrow the house would be Ray's alone, and he'd mentioned as much that afternoon without being asked, flatly, over the last of his tea — the lad was off Friday, so he'd crack on with the inside himself. He'd clocked the day before she had. She turned the phone face down and lay there with her heart going and told Scott, who was nearly asleep, that it was tomorrow, and felt him come fully awake beside her in the dark and say nothing at all.
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She got no work done that morning and stopped pretending to by half ten. She'd opened the pay run twice and closed it twice, and the figures wouldn't stay in their columns, and every time the drill stopped in the next room her stomach knotted. Ray worked on through it as though it were an ordinary Friday, sanding the filler round the new opening, dead calm. In the end it was that calm of his that got her up out of the chair. She couldn't sit and be the only one of the two of them coming apart.

She made two teas she didn't especially need and carried them through, and set his down on the offcut, and this time she didn't go back to her desk. She stood there in the doorway he'd framed, in the stripped half-made room that had been her kitchen, and let him see that she wasn't leaving. He looked at her over the top of the sanding block, and got her meaning at once, and set the block down on the sill.

"There's no rush," he said. He wiped his hands slow on the rag out of his back pocket. "We've the house to ourselves till four. Nobody's coming. If you've changed your mind between last night and now, that's us done, and I'll say no more about it and neither will you." He left it entirely to her. "But you'll have to be the one that says. That was the deal you wrote down. Not me."

"I've not changed my mind." Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "I've thought about nothing else since. Not for one day have I gone off it." She crossed the dusty floor to him before her nerve could weigh in, and put her hand flat on his chest the way she'd put it flat on the ladder frame that first Wednesday, only there was nothing to pretend about now. "It's a yes. I'm saying it. Here."

He put one big hand on the side of her face, tipped her head up, and kissed her, and it was nothing like she'd built it up to be all those nights telling Scott. It was slower than that. She felt the whole bulk of him all down her front and had to hold on to his forearm to stay level with it. He kissed her without any hurry at all, one broad hand at the small of her back, walking her a step until the new counter was behind her. Only when she was properly gone with it, up on her toes and pushing into him, did he reach past her and pull a folded cover off the stack of units and shake it out one-handed over the boards.

"Down here's cleaner than it looks," he said. "I sheeted it this morning."

He'd thought of that too. He got her down onto the sheet on the floor of the room he was building them, and then he took his time about her, which caught her wholly off guard. She'd imagined it fast and rough, the way she'd talked it up in the dark. Instead he undid the buttons of her shirt slowly, one at a time, and pushed it off her shoulders, and looked at her. He got her out of her bra and put his mouth to her breasts. His lips were fuller than she'd let herself think, and he stayed there far longer than she'd have guessed a man his size would bother to, sucking her nipples until she was arching up off the floor with her fingers dug into his hair. She was already soaked, throbbing, mortified at how fast.

Then he pushed her skirt up, worked her knickers down and off, and put his mouth on her pussy, and she moaned aloud, a sound she was suddenly glad Kev wasn't in the house to hear. He ate her out slowly and thoroughly, one big arm laid across her hips to hold her still, working her clit with his tongue. She came against his mouth almost at once, gasping, her hand clamped over her own lips out of thirty-four years of habit, her hips fighting his arm.

When he knelt up and got his work trousers open she raised herself onto her elbows to look, because she'd been weeks getting to this and she meant to see every second of it. He was big everywhere she'd already watched him be big, and he was big here too. His cock stood up hard and heavy out of his fist as he freed it, long and thick and dark, the head of it broad and flushed nearly purple.

She looked at it openly, the way she'd looked at his forearms hauling the worktop out that first week, with every reason to look now and nobody left to hide it from. She took it in her hand and her fingers didn't quite meet round it. The plain fact of a black cock too big for her hand to close on went through her low and hot and half frightening, and left her aching between her legs.

"Come here, then," she heard herself say, and pulled him toward her by it.

He let her take his cock in her mouth first, because she wanted it there and pulled him to it. She couldn't get much of it in before the head was nudging the back of her throat and she had to come off it, eyes watering, and go at it again, and she didn't get far the second time either. She'd never once in her life failed to fit a man in her mouth. That she couldn't fit this one undid her worse than anything yet. She worked what she could of his cock with her hand round the base and her mouth on the rest, moaning round it, and heard him speak, quietly, from somewhere above her — the first filthy thing he'd come out with in the whole of it.

"Steady. You'll not get all that in one go." He smoothed her hair gently back off her face, almost kind about it. "Good girl. There's no prize for choking. We've hours yet."

Then he got her onto her back on the sheet and knelt between her legs, and there was no talk of anything going between them, no barrier, because there was none in the house and never had been. They'd built it so there wouldn't be. That had been settled a week back, on the reverse of his own estimate. He notched the broad head of his cock against her pussy and pushed, slowly, watching her face. She was so soaked from his mouth that the head went in easily, and even so she felt every inch of the stretch of him, more than she'd ever taken. She grabbed his wrist and gasped and made herself open around him, because she'd wanted this far too long to fumble it now.

"Oh — oh God, that's—" She lost the end of it.

"I know." He fed her another slow inch and stopped. "Take it how you need it. We've all the time going."

It took her three goes to get the whole of his cock inside her. When she had it she lay there stretched full and stunned, both hands gripping his forearms, feeling him up against a place nobody had ever quite reached. She lifted her head once to look at where they were joined — the long dark length of his cock buried in her, her own pale skin stretched taut and shining round it. She had to lie straight back down, throbbing. The sight of it was more than she could hold and look at.

Then he started to move and she stopped being able to think at all. He fucked her slowly and deep on the floor of the half-built kitchen, setting the pace the way he set a level and holding it exactly there. She came apart under him, moaning into her own wrist, her heels sliding on the sheet, her whole body clenching round the size of him. It was nothing like the schedule sex, and it was nothing like the game either, the talked-up dark-bedroom version of him. It was better and realer and filthier than any of that, and the last careful, watching part of her — the part that ran the app and the lists and the columns — finally went quiet and let her have it.

He said very little the whole way through, which made the handful of things he did say land twice as hard. When she was gone enough to answer he put his mouth close to her ear and said it plainly, with no heat put on for show. "This is what you asked me here for. You want me to put a baby in you." He said it as a plain fact, flat and certain. "Say it. Tell me that's what this is."

"Yes." It came out of her on a sob, the truest thing she'd said in a month. "Yes. That's what it is. I want it to take, and I want it to be maybe yours, and I want to never, ever know whose it was." She had both hands buried in the muscle of his back, pulling him deeper, moaning it into his shoulder. "So don't you dare pull out. Fuck your cum right up into me. Fill me — I want it in me on a window day. That's the whole point of it — the thing we built."

She felt him change at that, the pace of him finally breaking up, and she locked her legs high around him the way she'd only ever done in the dark describing it, and held him in. He pushed deep and stayed there. She felt his cock throb, felt him let go and start pumping his cum up into her in a way that meant it, his forehead down against hers, a low groan out of him that was the most he'd given away all morning. She tilted her hips up to take it, gasping, out of pure instinct and three years of wanting, and lay there taking every last drop of what he spilled in her, eyes shut, heart slamming.

They stayed like that a while, him still buried in her, both of them breathing. She was aware of the boards under the thin sheet and the dust hanging in the light and the ordinary Friday going on out in the road. And she was plainly, wholly aware of the thing she had wanted for the best part of a month and never once let herself have. There was another man's cum inside her on a window day. It might already be doing the one thing all three of them were quietly pretending it might not.

Then he was ordinary again, the way only he could manage. He got up and sorted himself out. He had a wet wipe from the first-aid kit ready for her before she'd thought to want one. While she sat on the folded sheet coming back to herself, he poured her the dregs of the tea from his flask, gone cool now, and put the cup in her hand.

"Drink that," he said gently. "You've gone a bit white." He picked up the sanding block and looked at the filler round the opening as if to remember where he'd left off. "I'll get on. Still the skirting to do before four." He glanced down at her, level, and there was nothing in his face doing sums, no more than there'd been all week. "You alright?"

"Yeah." She laughed, shakily, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. "Yeah. God. Yeah."

"Right, then." And he swept the worst of the dust off the boards by the door, the way he swept up every evening whatever the day had held. He put the radio back on low and got on with the trim, and left her to gather herself where she sat.

She got up eventually and went to her desk and left the pay run shut. She picked up her phone and texted Scott, because that was the deal, and because she'd have burst if she hadn't. *it happened,* she wrote. *just now. im ok. more than ok.* Then, because he was owed all of it, same day, every time: *he finished in me. neither of us counted a thing.* She put a kiss on it and set the phone face down. She sat a long time in the dust with her whole body still going, out in the kitchen Ray's radio playing something she didn't know, the trim going on quietly, tap by tap.
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Scott had read the text at ten to one, mid-way through a warranty claim with a customer waiting on him at the desk. He read it twice. Then he saw the man off somehow and got himself through the rest of the afternoon, though afterward he couldn't have told you a thing he'd done. It had been one thing to write half of it in the dark, to say *wear the green one* and *bet he wanted to*. It was quite another to be standing under the strip lights at one in the afternoon knowing it had actually happened.

His wife had another man's cum in her right now, this minute, while he stood here apologising about a cambelt. He'd asked for it. And he honestly could not remember ever wanting to get home so badly in his life.

He didn't fall on her when he got in at six. That was the curious thing, and they'd somehow agreed it without agreeing it. He came in and kissed her at the door the way he did every evening. She was showered and in a jumper with the microwave doing something to the last of a lasagne, and they ate it off their knees in front of the telly like any other night. He kept looking at her over his fork. She kept catching him at it and going a bit pink and looking back at the screen. Neither of them said a word about it the whole meal, and the not-saying was almost more than he could sit still through, until she finally put both their plates down on the carpet and said, "Come up," and that was all it took.

Upstairs, the bedroom hadn't changed at all, the one door in the house that had stayed shut right through the job, the dust kept off it, the lamp turned right down, the way it had been every night of the six weeks. Only it wasn't the same. He got her jumper off and got her down on the bed and slid his hand between her legs, and she was already wet and swollen and soft, well used. He knew without either of them saying it that some of what he could feel on his fingers was still Ray's from that afternoon. It should perhaps have stopped him. It did the exact opposite. He pushed two fingers up into her pussy and felt how easily they went, and put his mouth to her ear.

"His cum is still inside you," he said, low, his voice rough with it. "From this afternoon. I can feel it on my fingers."

"It is." She turned her face to him in the lamplight, past any shyness now. "He finished in me hours ago and I never washed it out. I wanted it there for you. I can feel him still dripping out of me. Come here and give me yours as well."

He got over her and pushed his cock into her, and she moaned as he filled her, slick and swollen and open. The difference in her was plain to feel, that she'd already been well fucked once that day, and it went through him like nothing he'd felt in nine years of marriage. There was only the sheer blunt want of it in him. Here he was, sliding into his wife where another man had been that same day, adding himself to what was already in her — and after tonight there'd be no separating the one load from the other, ever.

"Say the thing," she breathed, her hands moving on his back. "You know the thing. Say it."

"His cum is in you and now I'm putting mine in with it." He was moving in her slowly, deep, saying it into her hair. "Both of us up inside you the same day, the same window. His cum and my cum, mixed right up, and in a minute there'll be no telling whose is whose. Not for you, not for me, not ever." His voice broke on it. "That's what you wanted. That's what we made."

"Yes—" She was clenching around him, moaning, chasing it. "So don't count it. Don't you ever count it. Just put your cum in with his and let it be ours."

He couldn't have held it if he'd tried. He drove deep and emptied himself into her, into whatever was already there, and felt her come with him a stroke later, gasping, her face buried hard in his neck and her nails dug into his back. And for a moment there was nothing in the world but the pair of them and the thing that was, at last, actually done.

After, they lay tangled and sweated through with the lamp still on, both of them still gasping it down. He laid his hand over her belly and she put her own hand on top of it. They didn't say much — only the two of them and the thing they'd chosen together, and the plain fact that they were closer for it than they'd been in a year. Then she yawned and said, half asleep already, "There's four more days left."

"I know," he said quietly into the dark, wide awake for the second night running, his hand still where it lay.
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The fertile days ran straight through the weekend, and nothing was allowed to happen. Ray didn't work Saturdays or Sundays. His van sat wherever a builder's van sat at a weekend, across town at the lock-up, and the place was wholly theirs again, half-finished and full of dust. Jess kept opening the app and closing it without reading the days off, because reading them off was a kind of counting and she'd put her name to not counting. She'd get as far as the little coloured band and thumb the screen dark.

Twice she caught Scott working something out behind his eyes at the sink, and she knew perfectly well he was doing the sum she'd told him not to do, and she quietly left him to lose the fight with it on his own.

They didn't touch each other either of those nights. It wasn't a rule they'd written down. It only felt, somehow, as though those days belonged to a thing that started when the van came back, and helping themselves to it over the weekend would have been jumping a queue that was theirs to jump. So the two of them waited, in a house that smelled of cut timber, and on the Monday the van turned in at the kerb early the way it always did, and the week the whole month had been pointing at finally began.

Ray came in and got the kettle going on the fold-out table and made three teas out of habit, though Scott was long gone. He told her the plinths were landing Wednesday and asked did she still want the little end unit carried round to the far wall, and she said yes, the far wall, and had to keep her eyes on her screen while she said it. The ordinariness of him asking about a cupboard, on this morning of all mornings, unsteadied her more than any filthy thing could have.

He worked the morning through, fitting the run of base units along the wall her desk sat against, so that for once he was down at her end of the site the whole time. By half ten she'd given up on the pay run entirely. A screen full of figures sat there unread while she watched him kneel at the units a few feet from her chair, shimming them dead level, one forearm laid along the top of each to hold it steady while he drove the screws home.

The want came up in her thick and low, without her leave. She sat there gone wet through her knickers over a man fitting a cupboard, worse now that she knew exactly what it was for, and long past being ashamed of it. She just sat in it and let it ache.

At noon her phone lit up with *tell me what he's doing* — Scott, from behind the service desk, doing it the new way, asking instead of saying. She typed back that he was down on his knees a yard from her feet fitting the units, and that she'd got no work done since nine. The reply came straight away: *and tonight?* She looked at the back of Ray's head, the grey coming in at the temple of it, and typed *tonight,* and turned the phone firmly face down. It was as much of an arrangement as either of them needed to make.

Across town Scott got through the morning on nothing at all. Colin had him out on the courtesy-car lot for half of it, checking the returns back in against the log, mileage and fuel and a fresh scuff on a bumper somebody was going to argue about, and none of it landed anywhere in him. The whole time there was a second channel open in his head that nobody out on the tarmac could see. His wife had another man on his knees a foot from her desk. It would happen today, in their own house, while he stood out here in the cold ticking off wing mirrors. At half three he told Colin the returns could wait, and Colin, who owed Scott a hundred early finishes, waved him off.

He got home at ten past four and the van was still parked up out front, its back doors open, Ray loading the level and his bag into it the way he did at the close of any day. Scott pulled in behind him on the road and the two men met on the drive, the same as they had that first Friday, only nothing about it was the same now. Scott put his hand out and Ray took it, dry and brief.

"Alright," Ray said. "You're early."

"Slipped off. Colin's not looking." Scott nodded at the house and couldn't for the life of him think what he was supposed to say. "Good day of it?"

"Units are in. Plinths Wednesday." Ray shut the van doors and stood a second, taking the measure of it without a muscle in his face shifting. "She's inside. Kettle's warm if you want it." He picked his flask up off the low wall. "I'll get off, then. Leave you to it."

And that was the size of it, two men and a nod by the van. Ray got in and pulled away, and by rights it should have been unbearable, the two of them out there like that, and it plainly wasn't. Scott let himself in. Jess was at her desk in the wrecked kitchen with the dust still settling and her colour high, and she looked up at him.

"He only just went," she said.

"I know. I passed him." He set his keys down on the fold-out table by the cold teapot. "Come here."

They didn't make it upstairs and didn't try. He had her against the one wall that was staying up, her skirt shoved high, her knickers pulled off and dropped. He pushed his cock up into her where she stood, and her pussy was so wet and open and well used from the afternoon that he sank straight to the root of himself with nothing in the way at all. They both made a sound at how easily he went in. He knew exactly what he could feel, still slick inside her, and he said it low into her hair.

"He was in you this afternoon."

"An hour ago. Not even." She had her arms up round his neck, her face turned into his jaw. "He finished the units and then he finished in me, and I've not washed since — I never do now. I keep it in for you." She was working herself on him, chasing it. "That's twice today I've had a man in me and only the once it was planned. Add yours to what he left. Go on. Same as Friday, only closer."

He came almost as fast as she wanted him to, holding her up against the last standing wall of the room another man had opened, emptying his cum into her on top of whatever the builder had left there that afternoon. The gap between the two of them had shrunk from an afternoon to an hour to nothing at all now, and the pair of them felt it, and neither said so out loud.

Tuesday Kev was in, so the house had a radio going and a second man in it, and nothing could happen by daylight, and both of them knew that too. Ray kept his head down over the work and his answers short the way he always did with the lad about, told her the plinths were on for the next day, and drank his tea standing up. It was the last quiet day of the window. It passed like a held breath. By the evening of it the want had nowhere left to sit in her but high and tight, waiting on Wednesday. That was the last good day the little coloured band had left to give them, and one she'd already, privately, decided exactly how she meant to spend.
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She'd told Scott the night before, in the dark, in the flattest voice she had. "Wednesday I want it upstairs. In our bed. And I want you there in the room when it happens."

He'd gone quiet a moment, and she'd felt him take the size of it. The bedroom was the one part of the house the works had never got into — the door kept shut on the dust the whole job long, the lamp low, the sheets clean, theirs. In all the talking they'd done she'd never once put Ray in it.

"You're sure," he'd said, and she could hear he didn't mean the doing of it; he meant the room. "That's ours, that. It's the one bit of the house he's never had his hands on."

"That's exactly why." She'd turned to him in the dark. "He's built us a whole kitchen and never once been past the landing. I want him up there the once. And I want you in the room, not down here after, reading it off my phone. You've had every bit of this except the seeing of it. I want you to have that as well, before these days run out on us."

So it was settled the way they settled everything now, plainly, between the three of them. Scott finished early again and was home by five. Ray stayed on past his usual half four, and for the first time since he'd started he didn't sweep the floor and load the van at the end of the day. He left the level on the new worktop and his flask beside it, because he wasn't finished yet. Then the three of them went slowly up the stairs he'd never once climbed, Jess first, the two men behind her.

She'd turned the lamp down low and folded the bed back. Ray stood a moment in the doorway, filling it the way he filled every doorway in the place. He looked slowly round the room — the wedding photo she'd laid face down on the sill that afternoon and would never tell either of them she'd touched, the clean sheets, the plain shape of a marriage in a made bed. Then he looked at Scott, level.

"You alright with this. In here." He didn't ask it for permission; that had been settled the week before, both of them, and set down in her own hand. He asked it the way he'd ask about a socket before he cut the hole for it — the last check, before a thing was done that couldn't be undone. "Say now if you're not."

"I'm alright with it." His voice came out rougher than he'd meant. He went to the lamp and turned it down another notch, because his hands wanted a job, and then he sat on the edge of the bed, on his own side, and that was where he stayed. "It's what she wants. I want it as well. Go on."

Ray nodded once, and that was the last checking anybody did.

He undressed her slowly, in no more of a hurry up here than he'd been on the kitchen floor. Scott sat close and watched his wife come out of her clothes under another man's hands. Then, because only watching was more than he could bear to do, he leaned in and helped, drawing her top up over her head while Ray worked the rest, the two of them stripping her together, four hands at once. She made a low sound she'd never made in her life.

Scott settled in behind her against the headboard, gathered her back to his chest, and set his lips against her ear. There in his own bed, out loud for the first time, he said the sort of thing he'd only ever whispered in the dark.

"Look at the size of him," he murmured, watching Ray strip his work things off at the foot of the bed, the rangy dark length of him coming bare. "That's what's been in you all week. What you've been carrying his tea out to."

"I know." She was watching too, held back against her husband, her thighs already falling open on nothing. "God, I know."

Ray came onto the bed between her knees, and she got her first good look at him kneeling up over her in the lamplight. His arms braced long above her, his cock stood out from him hard and heavy and black. Even with a week of him behind her the plain sight of it still landed low and helpless in her, and she felt her pussy clench on nothing and a fresh wet ache start up between her legs. Scott felt her tremble back against him, his palm low on her belly, and swore softly into her hair.

She reached down and took his cock in her hand and stroked it slowly, and this time she wanted her mouth on it worse than anything, wanted her husband to watch her do it. She bent forward out of Scott's arms and took the broad head between her lips. She still couldn't get far down it, the girth of it filling her mouth and stopping her, but she sucked the head and worked the thick shaft with her fist, drooling round it openly. Already she was soaked between her legs, her clit throbbing at nothing but the weight of him on her tongue. Behind her, Scott's breath went ragged at the sight of his wife's lips stretched wide round another man's big black cock.

"That's it." Ray said it just the once, one hand resting gently in her hair, not pushing, only there. "Easy. You know how to do this by now."

When she came up off his cock she didn't lie back. She pushed him down flat instead, onto her husband's own side of the bed, and climbed over him. She'd had him on the kitchen floor and standing at a wall, and she wanted this one her own way, in her own room, watching it.

She reached under herself, fitted the fat head of him to her pussy, and sank down slowly, taking him by inches the way she'd taught herself to. Her mouth fell open. Her hands pressed flat to the broad muscle of his chest, and the stretch of him lit her up, her clit dragging swollen against him with every inch she took. Scott knelt up close and laid his hand over one of hers. She gripped his fingers and used the hold to steady herself while she worked the last thick inches of his cock up inside her, until she sat there stuffed full and shaking, her pussy stretched right to the edge of what it could take.

"Christ, Jess," he breathed. He couldn't drag his eyes off where she was joined to the other man, the dark base of Ray's cock where it disappeared up into her, her thighs spread wide over his hips. "You've taken all of it. The whole fucking thing."

"All of it." She began to move on him, rising and falling slowly, deeply. "Every time it feels like it'll never fucking fit, and every time it does."

Ray let her set it at first, his hands heavy at her hips. Then, once she'd found her rhythm, he began driving steadily up into her to meet it, unhurried, deep, lifting hard as she came down. She lost the shape of herself somewhere in the third or fourth stroke. She started to come, loud in a way she never let herself be, past caring who heard, her husband's name and no words at all falling out of her in the one breath.

Scott held her up through it with an arm round her middle. He could feel her whole body clench and shake apart on another man's cock, could feel it in his own, harder than he'd been in his life and in no hurry to do a single thing about it.

When she'd come down he rolled her under him without pulling out, got her onto her back in the middle of the bed, and took the pace over himself. And there at the very end of it he said the most he'd said in the whole business — low and plain and dead certain over her, no heat worked up for show.

"This is the one that counts," he said, moving in her, deep and slow. "Last good night of it. You know that." She nodded, gasping, her heels hooked high round him. "So I'll finish where I've finished all week. Right up inside you, on the day made for it — get my cum that deep it takes." He drove in to the root and held. "It'll be in with his by morning, and no one alive will ever say which of us put the baby in you. That's what you had me up these stairs for. Say it."

"It's what I want." It tore out of her on a sob, both fists knotted in the clean sheets of her own marriage bed. "Do it. Finish in me. Fill my pussy right up with it. I want it to catch, and I want it his as much as yours, and I never want to be told which of you did it — that's all of it, don't you fucking dare stop now." Behind her, Scott had his mouth at her ear, saying yes, that's it, telling her softly how it looked from where he knelt. The two voices of them — the one over her, the one at her ear — undid the last of her.

She felt Ray break at last, the long slow drive of him turning suddenly harder, and he buried himself deep and came. She locked her legs round him and took it, her pussy milking him for every thick pulse of his cum up inside her. It was a window night, exactly the way she'd built it to be, her husband's hand pressed flat over her heart the entire time. Ray held himself in her a good while after, breathing hard, his forehead down near hers. Then, the way only he could, he came back to himself plain and unhurried, and drew slowly out of her, and got up off the bed.

"Right," he said quietly, doing up his belt. He looked down at the two of them, and his face was doing no more figuring than it had down on the kitchen floor. "I'll wash up down there and get off, leave you your room back. Front door on the latch — I'll pull it to behind me." He picked his shirt up off the floorboards. "You did well, the both of you."

Then he went down the new treads he'd fitted that first fortnight. A moment later the tap ran in the kitchen he'd made them, the new one over the new sink, the plain sound of a man calmly washing another man off his hands at their own basin. And it was that, of all things, that got Scott over her before the front door had even gone.

"He's still here." Scott had his trousers off and was already pushing his cock into her where Ray had just been, into the hot slick swollen mess of her pussy, so easily that they both cried out at how little there was in the way of him. She was still throbbing and open from the other man, her clit tight and aching, and she felt every inch of her husband going in on top of it. "He's downstairs at the sink and I'm already back inside you, in his cum, before he's even out the door. That's how close I wanted it."

"I can hear the tap running." She had her arms locked round his neck, moving under him, chasing it again already. "He's still under our roof and you've got your cum going in on top of his. Now, while it's warm in me. Mix it right up." Her voice broke on it. "So it's past working out. Not tonight, not ever, not by anyone living."

"Past working out." He was driving into her, the water still running below them, nearer to the other man than he'd ever been — the two of them all but sharing her inside the one ten minutes. "His cum and mine, both loads right up through you, and by morning you won't have the first idea whose took." He rammed home and it broke him. "That one's ours. Nobody else's, ever."

He emptied his cum into her on top of the builder's, and she came a stroke behind him with her face jammed hard into his neck. Downstairs the tap shut off. The front door opened and pulled softly to on its latch, and out on the road the van's engine turned over and pulled away into an ordinary Wednesday evening. And the two of them lay there in their own bed with the whole of the fertile week spent inside her at once, and no way left now, ever, of telling any of it apart.

They lay together a good while in the quiet the van had left behind. The room was theirs again, the door shut, the lamp low — the same room it had been every night of the job, and not the same room at all. She found she didn't mind that in the least. She turned in against him. He got an arm round her and pulled the cover up over the two of them.
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Scott hadn't got out the door yet the next morning, still in the hall with one shoe on, when Ray's van came. The two men met in the doorway and said their mornings, and Ray asked was the road clear for the plinth fitters, so Scott went out and shifted his car off the drive to let the delivery in. That was the whole of the difficulty of it — the husband moving his car out of the way so the man who'd been in his wife the night before could take a delivery of kitchen plinths. Kev came in behind with the football phone-in already tinny on the radio and his flask under his arm, oblivious as a post, and the house filled up with the ordinary Thursday noise of the works.

Jess made a round of teas, because that was still what you did, and carried Ray's over the way she'd carried it every morning of the job. He took it off her the same as ever.

"Cheers." He drank half of it standing. "Plinths today. Doors end of the week and then you've a kitchen." And that was all — a man and a mug and a job three-quarters done. The one thing the lad on the radio couldn't have caught was that twelve hours back he'd been emptying himself into her in the bed upstairs, her husband right there in the room with them. This morning he was calmly telling her the doors would be on by Friday.

The want stirred up in her again, low and unasked, over nothing — over a builder and a mug and a sentence about cupboard doors. She carried her own tea back to her desk and opened the pay run and let the site get loud around her. The last of those days ran quietly out with nothing in them but work.
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The window shut on the Saturday, the little band on the app going pale and unremarkable again once the days were past, and after that there was nothing to be done but wait, which neither of them was any good at.

She woke at two on the Sunday to find his half of the bed cold. He was downstairs in the front room that was still doing a kitchen's work, sitting at the little fold-out table in the dark with a glass of water he wasn't drinking, next door's security light throwing a little grey through the curtains. She thought about the kettle, thought better of it, and sat down across from him instead.

"You'll wake yourself right up, sat down here," she said. "What is it?"

He took his time getting to it. She let him, because she knew his shape by now — that he'd come at a hard thing side-on and go round it a few times before he'd land.

"Let me ask you a thing, and you not read anything into it." He pressed the flat of his thumb into the ring the glass had left on the table. "Because I'm not fishing, and I don't feel bad about any of it, that's the daft part — I keep sat here waiting to and it never comes. It's not that." He started again. "That thing we put down. No test, never. I meant it. I still mean it, I want to be dead clear on that first."

A breath. "But say it takes. Say we've got a little one in the house and it's years on, and one day it just lands on you that you want to know after all — that you can't help it any more, you have to. I'm not saying you would. I'm saying if. Would you..." He lost the thread and went round it one more time, quieter. "I suppose what I'm actually asking is — you'd tell me? You'd not go off and find out on the quiet and carry it about on your own? That's the only version of it that'd do me any harm. Not the knowing. You knowing it by yourself and me not."

She thought about it properly, the way he'd asked it properly, and turned her wedding ring round once with her thumb before she answered.

"It's not going to come, love. That's the bit you've not got hold of." She said it plainly, no wrapping on it. "I'm not sat on the not-knowing with my teeth gritted, waiting for it to turn into something I can't stand. The not-knowing is the thing I want. It's the best of it. I've spent long enough with my whole life in columns that add up at the bottom — the app, the pay runs, the days marked off. This is the one thing that's mine that never will add up, and I picked it, and I'd pick it again sat here stone-cold sober at two in the morning with no game on and no one needing to talk me round."

She reached over and laid her palm across the back of his hand. "So no. It won't come. But if it ever did — if I ever lost my mind and wanted it — you'd have it out of me before I'd worked out what I felt, never mind done anything. I don't keep things from you. That was the first line we wrote, before any of the rest of it."

He turned his hand over under hers and held it, and let a long breath go, and she watched the thing settle out of him the way she'd watched a hundred things settle out of him over the years.

Behind his shoulder the builder's quote still hung on the fridge, where it had hung since the first day. She could see it past him in the grey light, the first two payments ticked off, and only the last line left on it now, the final one, due on completion. The doors were going on Friday. By the end of the coming week Ray would be finished and gone, and the house would be theirs and changed, and there'd be nothing of him left in it but the rooms.

She got Scott up from the table and took him back to bed. The window was shut and the kitchen was all but done, and there was nothing left to do about any of it now but wait.
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By the time Scott got home from Balfour's that Friday evening, the kitchen was a kitchen again. The doors had gone on the Thursday, the handles that morning. He stood in the wide new opening a moment before he came through it. Six weeks back it had been a doorway you turned sideways to get through, a line of pencil on the wall. Now it was squared and skimmed and freshly painted. The two poky rooms had been knocked into the one long light space they'd drawn on the back of an envelope three years ago and saved up for ever since. The units were on and the doors hung true. The stone worktop ran unbroken down the wall her desk had spent the summer wedged against, and there was a proper sink again, where for six weeks they'd made do with a washing-up bowl in the front room.

"Bloody hell," he said, quietly, and left it at that.

Ray was down the far end with Jess, working the last of the snag list off a folded sheet, and he had a cupboard drawer half out to show her something. He slid it and let go, and it drew itself softly shut the last inch, without a sound.

"That's the soft-close on the lot of them," he said. "You'll not get a slammed one out of this run however you try." He worked steadily along, easing each one shut in turn to check it caught the same, going unit to unit down the run. Jess stood at his shoulder and quietly watched him do it, and thought, uselessly, at half six on a Friday with her husband three feet away, that she'd be sorry past all sense once the van stopped coming for good.

The snags were nothing much, and he'd cleared most of them already: a door that had wanted easing, the sealant round the sink run again because he hadn't liked it the first time, a light under the wall units that had needed its own switch. He walked the two of them round it the way he'd walked them round it every Friday of the job. Only this Friday nothing was left chalked on a wall or waiting on a delivery. It was finished. He showed Scott the little WC where the coil of pipe had been, the boiler boxed neatly in, the run of tiling behind the hob that Jess had picked and then changed her mind on twice.

Then he took the folded invoice out of his back pocket, unfolded it, and laid it flat on the worktop.

"Final one," he said. "No hurry on it. End of the month's fine." He set his back-door key down on top of it, the spare they'd cut him that first Monday, the one he'd let himself in with all these weeks. "And that's yours back. You'll not be needing me to open up of a morning any more."

Scott picked the key up and turned it slowly over and didn't rightly know what to do with the moment, so he pocketed it and said he'd sort the invoice at the weekend. Ray said end of the month, honestly, and that was that. The last two payments on the fridge quote were ticked off now, and only this one left, the final, due on completion. And the job was completed. It stood finished all round the three of them, and the man who'd done it was calmly telling them there was no rush for the money.

Under all of it the other thing sat quietly, the way it had sat all week, unsaid by any of the three of them. The little coloured band had gone pale and done days ago. The period was due. She knew the day without looking. This month she had made herself keep away from the tests under the bathroom sink, and not do the sum, and not breathe a word of it to Scott. She could see he was doing it anyway, quietly, the way he had all weekend, over the top of whatever else he was saying. Nobody counted out loud. It was the first thing the two of them had put down. She held to it, and let the day come.
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She made a last round of tea. He was carefully writing his mobile number on the back of a card, in case anything moved that shouldn't, a door dropping or the sealant lifting, and he stood it up against the new tiles. Three mugs on the worktop, the first brew made in the finished kitchen. It ought to have been an ordinary thing and wasn't, simply because it was the last of them.

She'd known since midweek she was going to say it, and known she'd say it with Scott stood right there, because there wasn't a version of anything now that Scott didn't hear. She waited until Ray had his mug in his hand and was half turned to go.

"Ray. Before you're off." She put her own mug down. "I want to say a thing, and I'd rather just say it plainly than go all round it."

He watched her over the top of his tea, in no hurry, the way he took everything.

"Go on."

"I want you again." She didn't wrap it. There wasn't a softener anywhere near it. She heard herself leave off all the little ones she hung on everything, the *if you want to*s and the *only if*s, and let the bare thing stand on its own in the middle of the room. "After. Whatever this month comes to, whether it's took or it hasn't, I'd want it the same either way. It's stopped being about the baby. That's the whole of what I've been working out this last fortnight. The baby's its own thing now, and this is its own thing, and I'd like it to go on being one."

She didn't put a night to it. She didn't offer him a Tuesday, or a once-a-month, or anything that could be written on a calendar; she'd had a bellyful of things on calendars. She left it open, no shape put on it, and looked at him, and waited.

Ray took a slow mouthful of his tea and set the mug down on the worktop he'd fitted.

"There's always something wants doing in a house this age," he said evenly, with no more ceremony on it than he'd have put on quoting for a bathroom. "You'll think of a job. And when you do, you've my number." He looked at her a moment longer than the words strictly needed. "Aye."

Behind her Scott had come to stand close. He set his hand flat on the small of her back, not to steer her, not to say anything, only to be there against her while she said the hardest plain thing she'd said in all of it. She leaned back into the hand a little, and left it at that.
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He didn't go, in the end, not straight off. Scott got beers out of the fridge, shifted back into its proper place that afternoon, and the three of them stood about in the new room a while as the light went. Without any one of them steering it, the evening turned into the last night rather than the end of a working day. It was a week now since the fertile days had run out. Whatever the month was going to be was already decided in her, days back, past any changing now. That took nothing off it. If anything it put the want on a cleaner footing. There was nothing to make tonight, nothing riding on it, only the plain fact that she meant to have him in the finished room before the paint smell was properly gone, because she wanted to, and because after tonight the van wasn't coming any more.

It was Jess who moved it on. She put her bottle down on the worktop and stood in front of Ray. She worked the buttons of her own shirt open, watching his face, the way she'd stood in the stripped doorway six weeks and a lifetime ago and let him see she wasn't leaving.

"No window tonight," he said. He'd have known the days as well as she did by now. He set his beer down beside hers.

"I know there's not." She got the last button and let the shirt fall open. "I want it anyway. That's the point of what I said before."

Scott took himself off to the far end, to the chair by her old desk-corner, and sat down with his beer to watch, easy about it in a way he'd never once have managed the first week. Not up close and shaking the way he'd been on the bed; only settled, and glad, his wife and the builder together in the room he'd paid to have made new. Ray got Jess out of the open shirt and turned her by the hips and bent her forward over the very worktop he'd set and levelled with his own hands, her palms laid flat on the cool new stone.

He was in no rush to ready her even now, on the last of it. He worked two thick fingers slowly into her pussy from behind, in and out, while she stood bent over the counter, until she was wet down the inside of her thigh and her clit stood swollen and aching against nothing. Then she heard his belt, and heard him free his cock, and felt the blunt head of it settle heavy against her. Even after a full week of him her body still stalled at the first push. His cock was too big to take in one go and always had been; she had to be worked open around it every single time. She dropped onto her forearms and breathed through it, and took him an inch at a time, the size of him opening her slowly, filling her past where anything else had ever reached.

"There you go." His voice came low over her back, a hand clamped on her hip, the other braced flat beside her own. She turned her head and looked at that a second, his dark forearm laid along the pale new stone next to her own hand, the sheer size of the two of them side by side going through her in a clench she couldn't stop. "Good girl. Let it come. All the way, now."

"Oh—" She got it out in pieces, pushing back to work more of him into her. "God. All of it. I want the whole of your cock in me."

She got the whole of him inside her after a minute, stuffed full and folded down over the worktop with his weight coming down solid over her back. Then he began to move, and she stopped being any use for talking. He took her slow and deep, his big dark cock dragging heavy through her pussy, the soaked slap of her round him each time he drove back in, his hips coming up flush against her arse, her hip bones pressed hard to the edge of the stone and her breath fogging it. He held it just where he wanted it. Down the room her husband watched another man fuck his wife bent over the new counter, and said nothing, and wanted nothing said. Her clit dragged against the hard lip of the worktop on every stroke, and she came like that, gripping the far edge, a moan breaking out of her before she could bite down on it, her pussy clenching hard around all of him.

Near the end of it Ray leaned down close over her and said the little he ever said, flatly, certain of it, only for her.

"Nothing riding on this one," he murmured, still working into her, deep and slow. "No day made for it, no catching to do. I'm going to come in you regardless. Because it's what you asked me back for." He sank in to the hilt and held. "Not the baby. This."

"That." She gasped it against the cold of the counter, working her pussy back onto his cock. "Yes. That. Don't stop. Come in me anyway, all of it, as far as you'll go, window or no."

He went harder for a dozen strokes, then drove his cock deep and let go. She felt it go off in her — his cock throbbing thick, the hot spurt of him deep inside her, spilling up and up till she was full of it, the same as every other time that week, only now with nothing to be made of it, nothing but the wanting. It broke her up worse for that, not less. She stayed bent there taking it, her cheek turned flat against the stone, another man's cum spilling deep in her pussy in the finished room he'd built, on a night the calendar had no more use for.

And then he was just the builder again, as matter-of-fact as he'd been all week. He eased himself slowly out of her and did his belt back up, and while she stood upright and gathered her shirt round her, he set about the thing he did at the close of every day on the job. He swept the floor one last time, the fine dust a finished kitchen still throws, and ran the tap at the new sink and rinsed his hands, and capped the flask that had sat on the windowsill six weeks. He picked his bag up off the floor.

"Right, then." He looked round the room once, level, checking it the way he checked a job was done. "You've a kitchen. Anything drops in the first month, give us a ring." He nodded to Scott down the far end, and Scott lifted his bottle to him, and that was all the goodbye the two men made of it. "I'll fetch the last of my gear off the drive Monday. Mind how you go."

Then he let himself out the back the way he'd let himself in every morning, and a moment later the van pulled away up the road. It would be back the once, Monday, for the last of his things, and after that no more. The job was done. The house was theirs again, finished and quiet and changed all the way through.

But there was still the other half of that night to see to, and they saw to it the way they had all week. Scott took her straight up the stairs with the builder's cum still warm in her and the back door barely shut, into the bedroom, the top of the house the job had never reached, and had her on her back on their own bed before she'd hardly got her breath.

"The window's a week gone," he said, sliding into her, into the slick heat Ray had left, so easily now that they both groaned at it, the other man's cum still warm and thick all round him. "Whatever's taken has took, days back, and neither of us even in the room for it. Doesn't matter. I still want to put my cum in on top of his tonight." He kept up the same slow deep strokes, his mouth at her ear. "Not to make anything. There's nothing left to make. Just because it's ours, and I want to."

"Then do it." She had her legs locked up round him, her nails in his back, working her pussy up onto his cock. "Put your cum right up inside me on top of his. Not for the baby, I'm past the baby tonight. Do it because it's the thing we like: his cock first and yours after, and me never once picking your cum out from his. Fill my pussy up on what he left and let that be the whole reason." Her voice cracked on it. "That's the thing we kept — ours."

He poured his cum deep into his wife's well-fucked pussy on top of what Ray had left, the both of them put into her the same night now for no reason but the wanting of it, nothing to be made this time and nothing ever to be found out. She came with him, holding him down hard against her. After, he lay with his face in her neck, his hand gone by old habit to her belly. He left it there, flat and still, and felt her breath go slow and even under it, the finished kitchen quiet below them. Whatever they'd never let a soul in the world work out was theirs to keep now, and he kept his hand where it was, and stayed.
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The period didn't come.

It was due on the Thursday. She knew it was due to the day, and she said nothing about the day of it, to Scott or to herself, because naming the day was a way of counting, and counting was the one thing she'd sworn herself off. She let the Thursday go by. Then the Friday, with two clear days of nothing where every other month for nine months there'd been the low unkind drag right on time.

On the Saturday morning, while Scott was still asleep, she got the box down from the drawer under the bathroom sink. She'd bought it back in the spring, hopeful, and hardly touched it since. It had sat shut through the whole run of the works, while Ray took the downstairs to pieces and put it back together around it. She did the test the way the leaflet said, and stood it on the edge of the bath, and deliberately did not watch it, because watching a thing had never once made it come. She brushed her teeth instead, with her back to it.

When she picked it up there were two lines. Not a faint second one she'd have to carry to the light and squint at. Two of them, plain and level, the pair as clear as each other.

She sat down on the edge of the bath with it in her hand and let it be true a minute on her own before she took it to anybody. After all the waiting, here it was, a fortnight on from letting another man into the middle of it. There was no telling. None, and there never would be, not the least thread of a way of ever saying which of them it was, because both men had been in her across those days, and she had chosen, wide awake, that it would stay that way for good. She could easily have sat there now with the app and worked the odds of it, Ray's days against her husband's own, the way she'd once have run a pay run till it balanced. But she didn't want to in the slightest. What she wanted was exactly what she was already holding: the two lines, and the not-knowing behind them, hers.

She went and woke Scott and put it in his hand without a word. He looked at it a long moment, then up at her, and she watched it land in him all at once, and saw him take it.

"Right, then," he said, which was what Ray said, and his voice wasn't quite steady. "We don't count it."

"We don't count it." She got in under his arm on the bed. "Not now, not down the line, not ever. It's the first thing we ever agreed."

They sat with it a while, the two of them.

Later, downstairs, at the new table in the finished kitchen, she sent Ray the one text she owed him, because he was owed it the same as her husband was, every time, and this was the biggest every-time there would ever be. She wrote it plain: *test this morning. it took. we're not finding out and we're not asking you to guess. thought you should know first.* The reply came back a few minutes later, while the kettle she could finally boil in her own kitchen came slowly to the boil. *Good news, that. Pleased for the both of you. You'll want the box room doing before Christmas, so you know where I am.*


EPILOGUE


Ray's van slid onto the drive that Saturday a few minutes short of eight, the same as it had kept all summer, and by then the morning was hours old. Jess had been up since three with Sam, and up again at half five. She stood looking out at the drive from the front room, a mug cooling forgotten between her hands. It was the very spot she'd waited that first morning of the works, six weeks and the better part of a year ago, watching for that same van to come. She'd watched for it like something happening, then. Today she barely marked it, and would have let it slip past if the handbrake hadn't set Sam grizzling in the bouncer behind her.

The box room was the last of it. They'd never touched the little room over the front door in nine years. It had held the airer and the suitcases and a broken exercise bike, and there'd not seemed any hurry to change that, right up until suddenly there was. Ray had come round the month before to price it. He walked them both through it slowly, at his own unhurried pace, and left a fresh quote for them. It went up on the fridge beside the old one. The kitchen quote sat there with every line ticked and the paper gone soft, curling slightly at the corner from a summer of steam; the new one had only its deposit crossed off so far.

He carried the flatpacked cot easily up in a single trip, the long box laid along the reach of one arm and held steady with the other. She'd put Sam down in his bouncer by the radiator. She stayed at the foot of the stairs and watched the size of him take the narrow steps, a slow ache turning over low in her, the same as it always had. Her face flushed a little in the cold hall. She'd stopped being surprised by it long since. It came when it came, near enough the same time every morning. So did the van.

"That'll want the quiet end," she said. "So he's not in the draught."

"Aye, I'd thought that." He didn't stop on the stairs. "You'll get the morning sun the far side and all. I'll box him a shelf up out of the road while I'm at it."

She made three teas in her own kitchen, off the boil of her own kettle, at the sink he'd plumbed, and it was still a small unreasonable pleasure to her every time. Scott came down in his weekend clothes and carried his up to hold the ladder for him — not because Ray needed it held, but because he liked being up there in it, in the room that was going to be their boy's. They had their brew standing about the half-built nursery, the paint tins stacked in the corner, Sam safely parked in his chair out on the landing where they could all keep an eye on him. Ray looked in on him once, the way he'd look over a job, said he'd grown and that a good weight on them at this age was what you wanted, and drank his tea. Nobody did the sum.

Joanne had been up the Sunday before and held the baby half the day. She'd asked, in the kitchen, with her eyebrows doing most of the work, whether they'd got the same firm back in for the little job, then. Jess simply told her they had, he'd made such a good job of the kitchen, and left her sister to make of it whatever she liked. Which she did, at some length, over the washing-up. It didn't matter. None of it ever went past these walls.
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Sam went down at seven in the new cot, in a room still smelling of fresh paint, and for once he mercifully stayed down. They had an early night themselves, for no better reason than the plain tiredness of months of broken ones. They lay together in the dark of their own room, the single room in the place Ray had never once had cause to touch, the little green light of the monitor glowing on the sill.

She told him the thing before she'd properly decided to. That was how the reports had always come, half asleep, her mouth going before she'd cleared it with herself first.

"He got that cot upstairs on one arm this morning," she said. "The whole flatpack, balanced like it weighed nothing. I was stood down at the bottom and gawped up at him with a proper ache on, love, as if I'd never once in my life seen a man carry a box."

Scott was quiet a moment. "And?"

"And nothing. And what I always think." She heard her own smile land in her voice and let it stay. "That's the whole of the report, love. There's not a word more in it than that."

He laughed low against the back of her neck and pulled her in against him, one arm coming heavy over her. She pressed back into it, clenching a little still at the daft small want of it, months on, and let herself be held. Down the landing, in the finished nursery, the baby slept in the cot the builder had put up for him that morning.


ALSO BY CLAIRE ATTARD

Knocked Up by Black Men — standalone stories. Different couples, different reasons, the same big Black man invited into the marriage to give the wife the baby she wants.

The Donor: A White Wife Knocked Up by the Young Black Stud They Picked Together

Paul’s results come back with no way to give Erin the baby they’d planned. Reading donor profiles in bed, his breath catches — so they pick a man over a clinic, set terms that end on a positive test, and let the fertile window become the hottest thing their marriage has known.

The Reunion: A White Wife Knocked Up by the Big Black 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 Knocked Up 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 Knocked Up by a Big Black Man 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 Knocked Up by the Big Black 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 Knocked Up 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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