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Lisa had the quote flat on the kitchen table with the calculator beside it, and she'd been sitting over both of them for the better part of an hour when I got in off the late. She kept her eyes on the paper. She just tapped the end of a pen slowly against it and read the number out loud, and then said it again, quietly, the way she does when a thing's already been decided in her head and she's only letting me catch up.

Two grand for the boiler. Another eleven hundred for the roof flashing over the back bedroom, which the same man had spotted while he was up there doing the quote. We're not skint, exactly. We've got the semi on Denton Avenue, ex-council, three beds, ours and the bank's between us for another sixteen years. But three thousand pounds we didn't have sitting anywhere, and Lisa doesn't do credit cards. She does lists.

"We could let the spare room," she said.

She'd said it before, plenty of times, and never meant it. This time she'd written it down. Under the number, in her small square capitals: LODGER — 10 WKS — £120?

I'm Neil. I drive the 47 out of the depot, earlies one week and lates the next, long enough now that I know exactly which stretch of the ring road has the pothole that'll spill a full cup of tea off the dash. I'm thirty-eight, tall, going thin on top faster than I'd like. Lisa's thirty-five and she's the sensible one — always has been, head girl at the school, first on the tills at the store, team leader by twenty-eight, the woman everybody's mum trusts. She's fair-skinned, the sort that catches the sun and goes pink; built solid and neat, full in the bust and the hips, strong from twenty years on her feet at work. Better-looking now than the photos of her at twenty-five ever let on, and she has no idea of it. She folds the towels in thirds and she straightens the magnets on the fridge whenever she's thinking. Eleven years married, no kids, and I have loved her every one of them and never quite got over the luck of it.

There was one other thing about me, and it wasn't lucky. For years I'd wanted something I'd never once said out loud, not to Lisa, not to anyone. It was a small dark want I'd carried since before I could put an age to it, and I'd long since made my peace with never having it. It mostly stayed where it was, and I let it.

"A hundred and twenty a week clears both jobs by the spring." She circled the number calmly, and that was that.

So we let the room.

The advert took us a Sunday and a mild argument. I wanted to say *quiet professional preferred*; to Lisa that was exactly the sort of thing that scared off the quiet ones and drew the ones who tell you they're quiet. In the end she wrote four plain lines — room, rent, ten weeks, cash Fridays. She put it on the board at the big Tesco and on one of the site-worker Facebook pages Karen from work had told her about. The new development was going up across town, and the whole place was full of men on contracts needing a bed that wasn't a Travelodge.

We had three no-shows before we had Isaac. A lad who wanted it for his mate and wouldn't say who the mate was. A fella who came, looked at the room, looked at Lisa a second too long, and got a hard *thanks, we'll let you know* that meant no. And one who simply never turned up, so that Lisa sat in doing her Thursday shop list an hour past when she'd said she'd see him, not cross exactly, just filing him under *time-wasters* in that way she has.

Isaac rang on the Wednesday and came on the Thursday, and I was home for it because it was a late week.

He filled the doorway. That's the first thing — not rude, just fact, the way a wardrobe fills a doorway. A big Black man, heavyset, thick through the chest and the arms and the neck, a broad steady head on him, thirty or so, and dark against the tired magnolia of our hall in a way that made the whole hall look smaller and paler around him. He put a hand out and mine went into it and came back looking comically like a child's. He'd already taken his boots off on the step without being asked and stood them square by the mat, and they sat there the size of two loaves. Everything about him was that — scaled up half again on what our little hall was built for.

He was a man of few words, and he answered everything slowly, taking a breath before each reply, one beat, every time, like he was checking the words were worth the air. I took it for shy that first hour and read it wrong. He gave us the facts in fragments. Plant operator, cranes, the retail-park job — ten weeks, then he'd be gone to the next one, wherever they sent him. He'd cash-pay the Friday.

"Have you got someone I can call?" Lisa asked.

He nodded. "Site office'll vouch for me. Number's on the card." He slid a business card across, and Lisa rang it there and then at the table with him sitting across from her, which most people would've flinched at, and he sat perfectly easy through it. He drank the tea she made him and it looked like a doll's cup in his hand.

"Room's grand," he said, when Lisa took him up. "Fridays suit for the envelope?"

"That works." She was already writing his name on the pad.

That room shares a wall with ours — his room and ours, headboard to headboard, the one spot in the place where the old cheap partition does nothing at all.

He moved in on the Saturday with a kit bag and a holdall and a hard hat, and that was the sum of him, a man who travelled light because his whole life did. The first envelope landed on the table the next Friday, cash, folded once. Lisa clipped it to the fridge door, and I watched her do it and felt the roof and the boiler recede a little. Ten quiet weeks and the heating sorted by spring.

The boiler men came the second week and made the mess boiler men make — dust sheets that barely covered anything, a hole knocked in the airing cupboard, three days of a radio on a windowsill playing to nobody. But it went in, and one evening the pipes ticked and the water finally ran hot, and there it was, the reason we'd taken a stranger in, slowly paying itself off a degree at a time. Lisa stood with her hand under the kitchen tap like she'd never seen hot water before.

I learned Isaac inside a fortnight, and I learned him by ear. I could have told his whole day off the sounds of it without leaving our room. Boots on the stairs at ten to six, heavy and even, one hand on the rail and the rail creaking as it took his weight. The door, the latch, the van he got a lift in coughing at the kerb. Back gone five, the thump of the boots coming off, the tap, the kettle, the low mutter of his telly through the floor of the box room, some programme about engines that went on forever. I've always been like that. It's an old habit, and I'd honestly never thought to wonder where it came from.

He and Lisa worked out the bathroom between them without a rota, which genuinely surprised me, because Lisa makes a rota for everything. She had the seven-to-three; he had the light on before her. They crossed on the landing of a morning, and it was the longest conversation the two of them ever had — *all right* and *all right*. She'd be in her dressing gown with her arms folded; he'd fill the whole far end of the landing, all that dark bulk in the small pale space, and she'd step back against the wall to let him by. Not another word between them, and both of them perfectly polite about it. He thanked us for things nobody thanks you for. The milk. The cupboard shelf being clear for his kit. He plainly meant it, too, and then he was gone out the door.

My weeks ran earlies then lates, turn about. On an earlies week I was in by four and the evenings were ours — the sofa, the tea, the ordinary run of it. On a lates week I wasn't back till gone midnight, and those hours belonged to the house without me in it: Lisa downstairs with her programmes, Isaac up in his room or down to put the kettle on, the both of them sharing the place for an evening like people who'd quietly agreed to keep out of each other's way. She'd tell me after, if there was anything to tell, and there never was. He stayed put upstairs; she kept the sofa. I'd come in off the last shift to a dark, sleeping house, both of them shut in their rooms, and go up without a thought.

Then, the third week, there was Shauna.

She turned up on a Wednesday teatime, a small bright girl off the same site — receptionist in the cabin, the one thing Isaac ever volunteered — with a lot of laugh in her and a coat too thin for the weather. She stood on our step and shook Lisa's hand and mine. "Sorry — sorry, I always talk too much," she laughed, and kept apologising for being a bother. She wasn't a bother; she was lovely. She went up to his room with a carrier bag of wine, and we heard her laughing down through the ceiling most of the evening. Neighbours. That's all it was that first time — the ordinary sound of somebody else's good night, carrying through a thin wall the way it does in any house. We put the telly up a notch and went to bed.

Shauna stayed again on the Friday. I know it was the Friday because the envelope had been under the magnet since teatime, and Isaac had given his cheers at the door in that flat pleased way of his. I'd had a late finish and come up to bed near midnight, Lisa already in it, on her side, the light off.

I didn't think she was asleep. I've driven the same route long enough to know a sleeping breath from a held one, and Lisa's was held. And then, through the wall behind our headboard, close as the next pillow because that's exactly what it was, the back room started up.

The sound of it came through in pieces. A bed knocking, slow then not slow. Shauna's voice going up and up. And under it and around it the other sound, lower — the big man I'd been listening to come and go for three weeks. It held none of it back. That cheap old partition carried every foot of it into our dark, clearly and completely, like it had been built to.

Lisa didn't move. That was the thing I felt first, before anything else — how hard she was working at not moving. She'd gone completely rigid, her back to me, holding herself still. Her breath had stopped being the slow, easy thing of sleep and turned into something she was managing carefully, letting it out slowly through her mouth so I wouldn't hear. I lay there and listened to my wife pretend to be asleep an inch from a wall she couldn't stop listening to, and I felt the old buried thing turn over in me, awake and wanting.

I put my hand on her hip. She didn't startle. I moved it slowly down her front and lower, and she opened her legs for me before I'd asked anything, just a few inches, enough, and I slid two fingers down into her and she was wet. Not damp. Soaked, dripping onto the sheet, wetter than she'd been in months, her clit already hard and swollen under the pad of my thumb, and the second I touched her there her breath broke and she pushed back against my hand.

I was hard as a rock. My cock had got hard on its own, without me deciding to, aching against her arse, harder than the situation earned and harder for the shame of why, and she reached back and closed her hand round it and pulled, meaning now, meaning don't talk.

We didn't. Neither of us spoke, and neither of us turned to face the other. She lifted her top leg and I pushed my cock into her cunt from behind in one long slide, all the way, and she was so wet I went in like nothing and she had to bite down on the pillow. On the far side of it the bed was still going. I fucked her to it. I found the rhythm he was setting on the other side of that partition and I matched it, stroke for stroke, my hand spread flat over her belly to hold her onto me while she took every inch. Her cunt gripped and dragged at me on the out-stroke, slick and hot the whole length. We moved almost silently while eight feet away he made my wife clench and shiver around my cock without ever laying a finger on her.

I got my fingers back on her clit and rubbed it while I drove into her. She came first, quietly, her whole body pulling tight and a small broken sound getting out past the pillow that she caught too late, her pussy squeezing down the length of me in waves. That finished me off. I shoved in to the root and stayed there and came, my forehead against the back of her neck, emptying into her in long pulses while she milked every one out of me, both of us dead still. I knew the heat of it leaving me more than I heard my own breath go.

Then the noise next door stopped. Then our room was the only quiet room in the house, and we stayed in it, not moving, my arm still over her, both of us wide awake and both of us breathing like people asleep, and neither one of us said the first word about any of it.

After a while Lisa reached out and turned her pillow to the cool side and settled again, facing away. I took my arm back, and I lay looking at the shape of the wall in the dark for a long time.
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The boots were gone from the mat when I came down on the Saturday. Isaac had a pour on — I'd heard the van cough for him out front at half six and gone back under, half asleep. Shauna had let herself out quietly sometime after, light on the stairs in a way I'd only caught because I was lying there awake, counting who was left in the house. So it was just us. Across the landing the door to his room stood open, the bed behind it already stripped and squared, as he left it whenever a job sent him off.

Lisa had the kettle going before I was properly down. She set a mug in front of me and stayed on her feet, her back against the counter, her own tea held up under her chin in both hands. Her eyes went across to that open door and came back.

"Sleep all right?" she said.

"On and off." I got the milk out. "You?"

"On and off."

And that was all we said. We both knew perfectly well what we were stepping around, and the stepping-around sat there between the toast and the marmalade as solid as a third chair drawn up to the table. She drank her tea. I drank mine. After a bit she started wiping down a worktop that was already clean, running the cloth over it slowly, then once more.

The ordinary took the morning over. She got a wash on and ran the hoover round, and I finally cleared the back gutter I'd been promising since the roof man flagged it, and we moved about each other in the small rooms easily and quietly, two married people at their married jobs. The whole time a low thing ran under it in me that I'd not felt in years and couldn't shift. She'd cross the doorway with the laundry basket up on her hip and I'd drop right back into the pitch of the Friday before. The feel of her gone rigid under my hand. The shock of how wet she'd been the second I got to her, wetter than she'd come for me in a long while. For years I'd privately wanted one particular thing and never once had a sign she might want anything close to it. Now I'd had the proof of it slick on my own fingers, and I carried it about all morning and had no idea what to do with it.

Isaac got in off the pour that evening, later than his weekday self, boots heavy on the step and then off, and he put his head round the kitchen door to say the site had run on and cheers for leaving his plate by. Ordinary as anything. Lisa half-turned from the sink and told him it was no bother, there was more in the pot if he fancied it, and he said he was grand, ta, and went on up. Ten seconds, the whole thing, and nothing in it at all. But I stood in the doorway and watched my wife be perfectly, ordinarily nice to the man she'd lain there listening to the night before and gone soaking for, the both of them none the wiser. Lisa dried her hands on the towel and didn't look my way. She knew well enough that I'd clocked it. She turned back to the pans.

I was on earlies that week, the mornings out on the 47 and the afternoons home, and the days passed with it still sitting in me. Baz caught me miles off in the mess room on the Tuesday, both hands round a brew, gone at nothing.

"You're somewhere else this week, aren't you?" he said, not lifting his eyes off his crossword.

"Long nights." True enough, and not, and he took it for the ordinary sort and went back to seven across, and I let him think it. For once I was glad Baz never dug.

Lisa carried it her own way, which for Lisa meant more list than usual. She came in off a full shift on the Thursday with the big shop done and put every last bit of it away exactly right, then stood a moment too long at the open fridge, squaring the magnets and the rota beneath them though nothing up there sat crooked. I watched her from where I sat.

Neither of us spoke his name that week, or the girl's, or a single word about what we'd heard. But we were both waiting on the same night to swing round again, and we both plainly knew it — the next time the girl stayed over.

She stayed the following week.

I knew before we'd even climbed the stairs that it would be that night. The girl's laugh had been carrying down through the ceiling all evening, Isaac's low run of talk beneath it. Lisa and I had sat out the back half of a film we weren't really watching, closer on the sofa than we'd been in months, my hand on her knee and hers laid over the top of it. We were only holding out for a decent hour to go up.

We turned in and lay there with the light off. Downstairs went quiet. Then the treads took his weight one at a time, slow and heavy, the girl's quick feet coming up behind, and his door clicked shut. For a minute, nothing. Then the headboard beyond our wall tapped it once, and again, and got itself properly going.

This time she let me see it. Where the week before she'd lain locked up and careful, breathing that slow, managed lie, tonight she lay loose and easy. She turned her head on the pillow toward the sound and listened to it openly, and I lay beside her and did the same.

Then she spoke. She was the first to do it. Barely a thread of sound, her mouth right in at my ear, but she said it plainly.

"Listen to him go," she whispered.

"I know," I said.

"He's not rushing it." Her hand settled flat on my chest, holding me there to listen with her. "Taking his sweet time about it, isn't he?"

I rolled onto my side behind her and slid a hand up under her nightshirt, and she pushed straight back into me — no lie about sleep tonight, she moved for me on purpose. Her nipple stood up hard under my palm and I rolled it slowly. She made a small sound and reached down and dragged the nightshirt off over her head, and then it was just her, bare against the whole side of me, her tits soft and heavy against my arm.

"Big lad, next door," she breathed. "You've felt how big that hand of his is. Think what he's giving her with the rest of him."

I worked my fingers down between her legs and found her soaking, swollen, her clit already up hard, and the moment I touched it her breath tore and she ground herself onto my hand.

"Say it," she whispered. "Go on. You're thinking it, I know you are."

"He's fucking her stupid on the wrong side of that wall," I said into her hair. "Eight feet off the end of our bed."

She groaned, low and long. "More."

"A big black cock like that." I brought an arm round the front of her, over her tits, then lower. "She'll be feeling that for a fucking week."

Through the wall the girl's voice climbed and cracked on a word we couldn't make out, and Isaac's came back under it, low and short, the same few words he ever spent. Lisa's whole body jumped at him.

"God, listen to her," she breathed, riding my fingers now, chasing it. "Bet she can't take all of him. Bet nobody could take all that, and he's fucking it into her anyway."

That tipped something over in her. She twisted round in my arms to face me, hooked a leg over both of mine and got her hand round my cock, guiding me, and I pushed up into her as we lay on our sides, chest to chest, her breath breaking across my mouth.

"That's it," she said against my lips. "Now fuck me while he does her."

So I did. I took her slowly and deep, to the rhythm coming through from next door, the two beds keeping a single pace between them. She held her forehead to mine and whispered the whole way through it — the size of him, what he'd be doing to that girl, what she'd let a man like him do to her — every word of it kept under her breath and fed straight into my mouth. My hand closed on her arse and pulled her onto me harder.

"You'd have the whole street awake," I whispered. "If that was you in there... if it was you he had."

She gave me no answer to it. She only broke a sound off into me, and her cunt gripped down hard on me, and she began to move faster, chasing it down.

I worked a hand down between us onto her clit, and she came almost at once, shaking, biting it back behind her teeth and not quite holding it — a run of sound getting loose from her that she'd have swallowed dead a week back. That took me with her. I drove in as far as I'd go and held there and emptied into her, and for a moment the whole world narrowed to the two of us locked still and the bed still faintly working away beyond the wall.

Then it stopped in there. His voice, then hers, then nothing. We stayed wound together, and this time we let ourselves lie awake in it, the pretending done with. After a while she kissed me, once, slowly.

"We're terrible," she whispered.

"Yeah," I said.

It grew into a thing we had. By daylight we let it alone, and for a good while yet we put no proper name to it — but the girl kept staying, most weeks, and on those nights we'd go up, kill the light, and have each other to the sound of them at it in the next room. The whispering carried on from where Lisa had first opened it, and it turned blunter and filthier each time. Some weeks it was the most we said to one another all day, and none of it ever once above a whisper.

The rota told us when. It had hung on the fridge since he moved in — everyone's hours squared off under a magnet in Lisa's neat capitals, the innocent paperwork of a house full of people. I began reading it a fresh way. Of a morning I'd stand with one finger on it, quietly working out which nights that week set Isaac in his room and me home in mine, and I'd feel a pull come off that plain little grid that I'd no business at all feeling.

We left the thing I'd said that first night lying exactly where it dropped. Lisa let it be, and so did I. But it had been said, near enough, and said it stayed. She'd go still at the fridge with a hand flat on the rota. I'd catch her watching his door when she thought my back was turned.

Then Shauna stopped coming. It finished the way these things finish, without a word said — one week she wasn't there, the next the same, and when I asked, Lisa didn't rightly know either. Isaac was the one who closed it off, the only way Isaac closed anything, in the fewest words he could get away with, handed over on his way out the door. Lisa had said something at the sink about not having seen his friend about lately.

"That's run its course," he said, and swung up his bag, and that was the last of Shauna.

And the sound left the house with her. The next week his room stayed silent, and the week after that as well — Isaac in there on his own now, his telly turned low, his early start, and our side gone quiet to match him. We'd built ourselves a habit and lost the thing it fed on. Lisa lay with her back to me on those still nights, easy and wide awake, making no secret of the awake, the pair of us listening now to a room across the wall with nothing left in it but Isaac, fast asleep.
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On the Sunday I pegged out the washing and there were three people's things on the line now. It caught me a bit each time — my work shirts, then Lisa's bits, and then his, down the far end where I'd fallen into putting them without ever quite deciding to. Site gear, mostly. A hi-vis faded to the grey of a wet road. Grey socks that each hung heavily like a draught excluder. Plain big T-shirts I had to open right out to get two pegs across the collar. They filled that whole end of the line and left our things looking like a child's pegged up alongside. I stopped a minute in the cold with the peg bag and thought, as I had more than once by then, about the sheer size of the man we had sleeping down the hall.

The wall had been quiet a fortnight by then. Shauna long gone, the room across from ours holding nothing after dark now but Isaac and his low telly and his early night. But the want we'd turned up between us in the black hadn't quietened with her. I'd lie of a night and hear the whole still house — his breathing coming evenly through the plaster, the fridge cycling downstairs, the street outside. And I'd feel it roll slowly over in me, the room across gone dead quiet, Lisa lying awake beside me with exactly the same.

So we went looking, the pair of us, though we'd neither of us have called it that out loud. What we did was quietly start to notice him.

He came in off a Saturday pour that afternoon, filthy from the site, and went straight up for the shower before he'd even had his tea. I was on the landing seeing to the airing cupboard when the bathroom door opened and he stepped out of it in a towel.

I'd never once seen him like that. All these weeks of him and I'd only ever had the man dressed — the site clothes, the boots, the big coat filling the hall. Now here he stood in just a towel knotted at the hip, still wet, the steam lifting slowly off him into the cold air, and the size of him fairly stopped me where I was. Big all through — heavy across the chest and the gut and the great round shoulders, thick down the arms, all of him broad and soft-heavy with it. A large man made larger by the work, dark and wet from the shower. He filled the whole narrow run of the landing, so the magnolia and the doorframes looked pale and thin behind him. Water ran freely off him and onto the carpet. It sat low under the drop of his belly, and it hung heavy there with the shape of his cock plain against the cloth, a thick blunt weight. Everything on the man ran to that same big scale, and my throat went dry with the knowing of it.

"Sorry," he said. "Landing's yours."

He ducked his head under the frame the way he had to, and his door snicked shut, and I stood there stupidly with a folded sheet in my hands and my heart going like I'd run for a bus.

And Lisa was there on the steps behind me.

She'd come up after me and stopped three from the top with one hand on the banister, and she'd caught the whole of it. I saw her before she could put her face right. She was staring at the shut door of his room with her lips just parted and the colour climbing slowly up her neck, that fair skin that gives everything away, and she was holding dead still. Then she saw me seeing her, and she came briskly up the last few steps and said the towels wanted sorting and did I want a brew, and slipped by me into the bathroom that still held all his steam. She was in there a fair while. The water ran once and stopped, and after that nothing.

Not a word passed between us about it. But we'd both been up there for it, and we both carried it up to bed that night.

After that she began to arrange things. I don't suppose she'd have owned up to it even to herself yet, and she certainly never breathed a word of it to me. But I drive a fixed route for a living, and I know a timetable when I'm living inside one. Isaac climbed down off the site van at gone five and was in the shower by half past. And of a sudden that was precisely when Lisa found she needed to be out on that landing with an armful of washing to put away, or hovering by the bathroom with her gown over her arm. Or she'd simply be crossing from our room to the box room and back on some job she'd have done easily at any other hour. She'd time it near enough to the minute. Most evenings it came to nothing — a shut bathroom door, the shower running, neither of them once in the same six feet of it. But she kept quietly working the odds up, patient as you like, and I watched her at it and understood exactly what I was watching.

One evening it didn't come to nothing. I was down in the kitchen with a tea towel in my hand when I caught it happen over my head — the bathroom latch go, and Lisa's tread come quick out of our room right on the back of it, weeks of practice in the timing. They met up top. I stood at the bottom and heard them out, the small dance of it: his low murmur, sorry, you get in first; hers going no, no, he was grand, she'd wait. The both of them stepping and giving way in three feet of space. Her in her gown, him just showered with the towel round him, close enough in that tight spot for the heat to come off him onto her. It lasted a good few seconds past what the standing-back honestly asked for. My cock stiffened in my work trousers at nothing more than the sound of them up there not quite touching. Then his door shut and down came Lisa, filled the kettle far too full and set it on facing away from me, and I dried a plate I'd already dried and passed no remark on it, and neither did she.

I never said a word myself. I held my tongue and let it run. I could have named it for her over the tea any evening — laid it flat on the table between us, as she'd once laid down the boiler quote — and I chose not to, night after night. The moment I put words to it she'd have to decide something, and I still wasn't ready to make her do that. And if I'm honest I liked it far too much where it was: my sensible wife loitering at the head of the stairs in her nightgown, wound tight, waiting quietly on the chance of catching Isaac coming out of the shower. Some evenings the want of it had me aching in my own chair downstairs, just from the thought of her up there stalking a glimpse of the lodger's big wet body. So I watched, and I kept it to myself, and I let her push the odds a little higher every week.

A week or so on, I got the other half of it — he knew.

He'd have had to be made of stone not to, I suppose, with Lisa forever up there waiting, evening on evening — but Isaac gave no sign of it for so long that I'd half decided someone that big simply came with a slowness to match, that he genuinely hadn't clocked what went on under his own roof. Then one morning I saw I'd read him wrong all over again.

His door stood open. Only a foot or so, no more, the way a door sits when a man's stepped in for something and not bothered to pull it to. He was over at the chest of drawers with his back half to it, in his site trousers and nothing on top, the dark heavy width of him bare to the room as he reached down slowly for a clean shirt, and Lisa came along from the bathroom to pass by. Any other man would have toed the door shut. He let it stand. He turned his head as she came by, in no rush at all, and looked at her — plainly, the once, up and down and back to her face — and held it a moment longer than you'd hold a neighbour's eye, and then he had his shirt and was dragging it down over that great head and it was over. He said nothing at all. Nothing you could ever have put a finger on. He'd left a door open and let his look rest on my wife longer than he'd any business, and let her see him do it, and that was that.

Lisa slipped through into our room and set to at the wardrobe, her back to me, the hangers going along the rail faster than she'd any need of.

That was as much courting as Isaac ever did, if you could even call it that. He chased after nothing. He'd set a door ajar and let a look land and then leave all the doing of it to us — the same as he left the rent and the rota and every other thing to us, their house, their call, no push in the man at all. But it was said now, on his side too, as good as spoken out loud, and the three of us stepped round it downstairs of an evening as though the floor were perfectly clear.

Then twice in the one week the house had them both up in the small hours.

I heard it each time — of course I did, lying awake with my ear to the cold plaster, at its old trade. The first was a Wednesday, gone two. Lisa slid out from under the covers thinking me asleep and padded quietly down for water. I tracked her the whole way by ear — her feet careful on the stairs, then the kitchen tap, and under it a second tread, heavier, already down there ahead of her. He kept odd hours himself, up early for the site, or just a man who never needed much sleep. The tap ran. Two low voices, hers and his, a scatter of words never meant for me. Ten seconds of it, maybe less. I could easily have gone down. I lay dead still and didn't. Then her feet coming back up quicker than they'd gone, and she got in beside me cold-footed and wound like a spring and lay there wide awake. I stayed put and let on I was asleep.

The Friday it went the same, near enough. Down she went; down there he already was; the tap, the few words, back up again. Only this time, when she slid in against me, she was breathing in that careful, managed way I'd known since the very first night. And I knew whatever had passed between those two at the sink at two in the morning had been a good deal more than a word about the water pressure.

It was the Sunday night I finally came out with it. Lisa had come up ahead of me, and I found her flat on her back in the dark, eyes open, not asleep and making no pretence of it — just lying there letting the quiet sit, as she does, leaving it out for me to break. She can outwait me every single time. I climbed in beside her and lasted about a minute.

"You've been timing the landing," I said, up at the ceiling, not at her.

She didn't hurry. "I know."

"Half five. Every night I'm home to see it." I let a breath go slowly. "I've watched you at it for weeks, Lise. I'm not... it's not a telling-off. I've been glad of it, if you want the honest truth. That's the bit I'm working round to."

She turned on the pillow to face me and waited.

"There's a thing I've never told you." My pulse climbed with it. "Eleven years, and I've never — and I've had it a sight longer than the eleven years. I used to reckon I'd take it to the grave, honest to God, I'd squared it off with myself years back. But I've wanted..." The word stuck, and I forced it out flat into the dark. "I've wanted to see you with another man. To hear you. Wanted it so bad I've been ashamed of it my whole life long, and I can hardly get it said even now with the light off. So. There it is, then. That's the thing."

For a moment she said nothing. I lay there with my pulse thumping, wishing I'd kept my mouth shut.

"I know it is," she said. "I've known a good while." Then, plainer, flat, the way she reads out a rota: "I'll tell you mine, then, since we're being honest — and it's not quite the same shape as yours." Her hand came over onto my chest, flat and still. "You want to hear me. I want to be the one worth hearing. That's the whole difference in it."

I said nothing back. I couldn't.

"That first night. Her, next door." Her voice dropped right down, but it didn't waver. "I lay listening to that girl getting the life fucked out of her by that big lad through the wall, and I wasn't shocked, Neil. It wasn't shame, either. I was jealous. Some little site receptionist ten-odd years younger than me, and there I was green over her. Because she was the one making that racket and I was the one stock-still with my ear to a wall, being sensible about it." She stopped a second. "I've been the sensible one thirty-five years. I'm sick to the back teeth of it."

"Lise—"

"I've thought about him since. Course I have." Blunt now — and I'd gone hard the moment she started, stiff in the dark off nothing but her voice. "A cock on a fella that size, Neil. I've had his hand round mine, I've seen the rest of him near enough through that towel. I keep lying here wondering what something that big would even do to me. Whether I could take it." Her voice went lower still. "I've pictured it more than I'll own to. Him up behind me, all of him working into me an inch at a time, and you the poor sod out here hearing the bed go. I've a mind to be behind that wall for once."

She had me by then, her hand gone down under the sheet and closed round my cock. I had my mouth buried in her hair and two fingers pushed down between her legs, where she was soaking, her clit up hard and throbbing under them, the wet of her all over my hand. For a minute we said not a sensible thing between us.

Then I made myself stop, and held still, and so did she.

"We don't have to do a single thing about any of it." I told her, low. "It can just be a thing we've said, and leave it there."

"I know we don't." Her hand stayed put, not moving, only holding. "I'm not saying tonight."

"No."

"But I'm not saying never, either." She let it lie between us a moment. "Think on it. Properly. I mean to."

And that was as far as we carried it. We left the one thing there was to decide sitting undecided, and after a while her hand slackened and her breathing went long and true and she slept. I didn't, not for the longest while. Across the landing his light clicked off under the door, and I lay awake in the quiet a long stretch after, and knew we'd not be able to leave it much longer.


4




"Condom every time," Lisa said. "That one's not up for talking about, so I'll put it top."

She had the back of an old shift rota laid face down on the table and a biro going, and she wrote it neatly at the top of the sheet the way she'd write a stock order — neat blocky capitals, a number in front. It was a Tuesday and I was in off the earlies, the tea things not long cleared, and we'd been going round this a fortnight without once sitting to it straight. Then that evening she'd stacked the plates, fetched the pad off the side, and said right, let's have it out proper. And here we were, the pair of us at the same spot where she'd sat over the quote, only the sum this time was a different sort altogether.

I said the condom was fine by me. It came out steadier than I felt.

"You're on the pill, though," I said, after a second. We both knew it; I was only checking the stair before I trusted my weight to it.

She didn't look up from the writing. "Have been for years, you know that. Doesn't come into it — the rule's the rule. He wears one, every time, no exceptions, or there's no arrangement. That's not me being careful. That's me being sure." She underlined the word twice.

I'd wanted this thing my whole life and I'd got no practice at all in the wanting of it out in the open like this, in a lit kitchen, with my wife making a list. Every other time I'd had it, it had been in the pitch dark with her mouth at my ear. Here it was written out in front of us and it set my pulse going to see it. She was miles ahead of me. She always is. I sat and let her set it out and I was glad, more glad than I'd have found the words for, to have it be her doing the deciding.

"Two." She tapped the biro. "You're there. In the room. That's not open to debate either, but it's my rule as much as yours — I'm not doing this off somewhere and coming home to report in. If it happens it happens with you right there or it's off." She glanced at me then, quickly. "That the shape of it for you, or have I got you wrong?"

"That's it exactly." My voice had gone low.

"Thought so." Back to her list. She wrote a 2 and a short word beside it I couldn't read upside down.

She went on. Number three was the mornings. Whatever we did upstairs of a Saturday, breakfast the next day was breakfast — all three of us and the toast and the ordinary of it, no funny looks, nothing carried down the stairs to sit on the cloth between the plates. She was firmest of all on that one. She said it more than once, in a couple of different ways, until I understood plainly it wasn't the sex she was drawing a line round but the day after.

"I'm not having it turn the place strange," she said flatly. "I've a job to hold down and so's he and so've you. It stays a normal house that a normal thing happens in now and again. The minute it leaks into the breakfast it's over. I mean that."

"All right," I said quietly. "The mornings stay ordinary."

"Right." She put it down slowly, like she was locking it. "And four." She sat back a little and gave me a proper look for the first time since she'd got the pad out. "Either of us can call it dead. Any minute of it. You, me — one word and it stops and nobody asks a single thing after. Not why, not are you sure, nothing. It stops and we're just us again." She squared the pad to the table edge. "Him and all — if he wants out, he's out. But mainly it's for us, this one. I want it carved in before we go a step further."

"Carve it in," I said. "That's the one that matters most."

Something eased in her when I said it. She wrote the fourth line slower than the others, pressing the biro in deliberately, and then she read the whole short list back to herself with her lips moving, going over it twice the same as she'd go over a delivery. It wasn't the filth that had me — we'd not said a filthy word all evening. It was her, square to the table and sure of every line, making four neat rules on a turned-over shift sheet out of the maddest thing we'd ever agreed to do. I sat there wanting her so plainly it half embarrassed me, a low ache of it going the whole time she wrote.

She'd got further down the road than me, as ever, and said it before I could. "There's the where of it, and all. It happens in his room. His bed. We cross to him — I'll not have it in ours."

It took me a second to catch all of what she'd said, and when it landed my skin went cold and hot at once. The room the far side of our wall, headboard to headboard with our own — the one I'd lain against for weeks and never once set foot in. I'd only ever heard it.

"Yeah," I got out. "That's... yeah."

She heard it in how I said it, and let it lie.

Then she folded it in half, and in half again, and got up and pushed it down into the bin under the sink, in among the tea leaves and the tin.

I must have looked at her.

"I'm not leaving that lying about," she said. "It's in my head. I don't need the paper." She ran the tap and rinsed her hands slowly and dried them on the towel, folded in its three. And that was the sitting done — no seal on it, no big moment, just my wife washing her hands at the sink with the thing decided and binned and nothing showing on her face at all. "Bed," she said. "You're up at five."

It went a few days after that with nothing to it, the arrangement made between us but not yet made to him, sitting in the place like a parcel we'd wrapped and not posted. Then on the Thursday I came awake gone two to the sound of her getting out of bed.

I lay still and let her think me under. I'd have known that leaving-the-bed of hers blind and deaf — the slow lift so the springs wouldn't talk, the pause on the cold floor, her weight going carefully and evenly onto the outside of each foot as she went down. And I knew, the way you know your own house, that someone else was up down there too. There was a second weight under the boards already, over by the kitchen. I heard the water run and cut off. And then I lay there and waited for her feet to come back, and they didn't.

I have never listened so hard to a quiet in all my life as I did to that one. The tap was off. Downstairs had gone dead still. Two people were standing in my kitchen in the pitch black not saying anything, and the not-saying came up through the floor louder than any words would have. I lay flat on my back, my heart going and every sense I owned pushed down through the mattress into the silent room below, and I could no more have gone down to break it than I could have flown. And the shameful truth of me, lying there, was that I didn't want to. I wanted it to go on, whatever it was — I wanted the quiet to stretch and stretch.

It went on a long time. Longer than water. Then a chair leg, or a foot; then her tread coming back up faster than it went down, and the door, and her weight coming down onto the bed beside me cold and fast and wound up so tight it came off her in the dark.

She didn't play at sleep. She found my ear straight off.

"You awake." Her breath was going quick and shallow, right in against my ear. "You're awake. I can hear you are."

"I'm awake. I heard you go down."

"He was already there," she whispered, swallowing. "I only went for water, Neil, I swear, I wasn't — I didn't go down for..." She stopped and started again, lower. "He was at the side in his shorts and nothing else, all that of him in our little kitchen with no light on, and I got my glass and my hand was on the tap when his came over it, onto the back of mine, and just stayed there. Just put it there." Her voice snagged. "God, the size of it. The weight of it, laid right across my hand, and the heat coming off him all down my side. I never turned round. I stood there and let his hand sit over mine and I wanted — Neil, I can't tell you what I wanted, standing there."

I had my arm round her and my hand moving down her front before I'd thought to. She was soaked through her knickers, hot and slick clean through the cotton, her clit already stiff when I got two fingers onto it, and she gasped and pushed helplessly onto my hand.

"Then what," I whispered into her hair. My voice was wrecked. "Tell me. Then what."

"Then nothing. Then I stopped it." She got the words out on a shake. "I took my hand off the tap. I told him not like this." Her hips were working on my hand now, chasing it, but her voice held its line even wound up like that. That was her all over. "I said I'm not having this sneaking about at two in the morning like it's something to be ashamed of. I said if we do it, we do it in the open, under this roof, done right, the way we'd said — or not at all." She turned her face into my neck. "And he drew his hand back, and he said — nothing. He just went up. Left me the water." A broken little laugh. "I've been the one deciding this the whole way, and he knows it now. I could feel him know it."

I got her knickers off down her legs and she kicked them away and took my cock in her hand, and I was so hard it hurt, aching in her fist, harder for every word of it — for another man's hand come down on my wife an hour gone, and her come straight up to me with it still on her skin. We didn't turn a light on, and we didn't turn to any of the old shapes of it. She lay on her back and I lay in against her side, my fingers pushed down into her cunt and her clit slick and swollen under my thumb, her hand working me in that fast rough way she has when she's past being careful. And she talked all through it, blunt now, no more snags — the width of his hand, all that dark weight of him in our kitchen with his hand laid over hers like the tap was already his to give her. "I want it," she breathed against my jaw. "I'm past pretending I don't. A cock like that, in this house, with you sat right there watching me take it." What she'd nearly done, what she was going to do now, properly, with me watching every bit of it. She clenched and came with a cry she couldn't bite back in time, and I spilled right after her, over her hand and my own stomach, both of us shuddering with all of it still hot in the air.

Then she was quiet a while, her hand still loosely round me, both of us breathing.

"You'll have to ask him now," she said. Flat, decided, back to herself. "I've made him wait so it's done proper. That means you asking him. Not me. You."

I asked him the Saturday morning, before his pour. I'd lain there the rest of that night working out how a man even starts such a thing, and got nowhere with it. In the end I did what you do with the jobs you dread most — I put myself in his way and got it said however it landed.

He was on the landing lacing his boots, one foot up on the top stair, when I came out of our room. Lisa had gone to her shift an hour since. It was just him and me and the quiet.

"Isaac." It cracked, and I cleared my throat. "Have you got a minute? Before the van."

He straightened slowly. "Aye."

And then I couldn't find the front of it. I stood on my own landing in front of a man half again my width with my mouth open and nothing in it, feeling the whole daft size of what I'd come out to say. He didn't help me. He didn't hurry me either. He just stood there easily with a boot half laced and waited, and in the end I went at it sideways, the only way I know.

"You'll have gathered," I said. "This while. The house." I made myself stop dressing it up. "Lisa and me. We've talked it out between us, proper, and — she wants to. With you. And I want to be there for it when she does. That's the whole of it. That's what I'm stood here asking."

For a second or two he gave me nothing, and I stood in that nothing and wished the stairs would take me.

"Right," he said, like I'd told him it might rain later. He looked at me steadily, and I understood he'd known this was on its way to him for weeks, and had simply been waiting, as he waited on everything else, for the people whose place it was to say their piece. "Your house," he said. "Your call. Whatever the two of you set for rules, I'll hold to them. I don't need telling twice."

"There's rules," I said. "She's set them. You'll not find them hard."

"Won't be a bother." He bent and finished the boot unhurriedly. "You tell me the when and the how of it. I'll be where you want me." He stood again, and I had to tip my head to hold his eye. "And it stops the second either of you says. That goes without me being told. But I'll say it back so you've heard it off me. Any minute. It stops."

That was more words than I'd had off Isaac in a fortnight, and it was exactly the ones that mattered, and not one over. My hand went out to him on its own. He took it — that hand that swallowed mine whole — and it wasn't a shake so much as him closing his hand round mine the once and letting it go easily, a thing settled between two men on a landing. Then he had his bag up off the floor and was gone down and out to the cough of the van, off to pour concrete all day, same as ever.

I stood up there a while after the door went. My heart was still going. I'd said it out loud to another man and the sky hadn't come down.

We set it for the Saturday after next, his first one clear of the site in a fortnight. Lisa swapped her shift with a girl off her section, told her she just fancied the day to herself, and kept it clear. And then there was a week and a half of everything carrying on exactly as it always had, with that one day sat at the end of it like the last stop on a route.

I don't rightly know what I'd expected. Some awkwardness to come into the house, I suppose. It never did. Isaac went out at seven and was back by five and squared his boots by the door. Lisa did the big shop on the Thursday and put it all away neatly. The envelope came on the Friday and she clipped it up under the magnet the same as always, and it struck me stood there watching her that the little sum we'd started for the heating had turned quietly into this, and neither of us blinked at it any more.

Breakfast stayed breakfast. That was her rule and the house kept it with nobody made to. The three of us round the table with the radio going, the toast, the easy talk of the traffic and the weather and the pour he had on — and not a thing in any of it to say what was coming at the weekend. I'd not have credited how easily it sat. Isaac had a way of being entirely himself that took the strangeness clean out of it; he passed the milk and said his cheers and gave away nothing you could see. Lisa was Lisa, brisk and busy with her list for the day. And I sat between them with my tea and the whole thing coming down the week at us, and felt it all the while under the ordinary, low and steady.

The days went the way they do when there's something waiting at the far end of them. I drove my route out and drove it back. And every night I lay in the dark and thought about the Saturday, near enough able to hear it already from where I lay, and I counted them off slowly, one at a time, until there was only the one left.
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There was no alarm to listen for that Saturday. I lay a long time in the grey of the early morning with nothing coming through the floor — no site clock going off across the landing, no boots, no van at the kerb — because for once he'd nowhere to be. His first Saturday clear of the pour, the one we'd set, come round at last, and I lay there in the quiet of it knowing the day had only the one thing in it now.

We went through the day like people do when there's a thing coming. Lisa did a wash she didn't need to and hung it out. I ran the car up to the retail park for nothing much and sat in the car park a while. Isaac was about the house the way he was any day off, in and out of the kitchen, a mug of tea and the racing on his phone. If he felt the weight of the evening on the place he gave not one sign of it, which was Isaac all over. At teatime the three of us had our plates at the table and talked about the traffic and a match that was on, and it should have been unbearable and somehow it wasn't. He passed me the salt. Lisa cleared up. Nothing in it gave the evening away.

Then the evening came on and it stopped being one.

She had a bath. I heard the water go and I sat on the edge of our bed listening to it drain and fill and drain, the way I'd sat there listening to the whole life of the house night after night. Only this was the last of the old arrangement, and I knew it. When she came through she'd her gown on over the thing she'd picked, and she'd thought about the thing she'd picked, I could tell, though she'd have died before she said so — a plain dark set, nothing fancy, but new, and bought for this. She sat and did her hair at the mirror with her back straight and said nothing, and I looked at her doing it with my chest going like a lad's.

"You're sure," I said. I knew that she was; I only wanted it said out loud in the room.

"I've been sure a fortnight." She caught my eye in the mirror. "Are you?"

"Yeah." My voice came out rough. "God, yeah."

"Then come on." She stood and belted the gown and held her hand out for mine, and I took it, and we crossed the landing to his door like that, hand in hand, the pair of us, and she was the one who knocked.

I'd lain against that wall for two months. I'd never once been through the door. When it opened and I went in behind her, the first thing that got me, stupidly, was how ordinary it was — his kit bag squared in the corner, the boots by the skirting, the site fleece over the chair, a paperback face-down on the sill. A small back bedroom with a man's few things in it. And the bed was pushed up against the near wall, the headboard flat to the plaster. I knew without measuring it that ours sat dead against the far side of that same plaster, a hand's breadth from our own headboard. It caught at me to be standing on this side of it at last.

Isaac was on his feet by the bed in a T-shirt and his joggers, and the room shrank to fit him the way our hall had that first day. He took up half of it just standing, the ceiling light catching the breadth of his shoulders and the dark of him against that thin off-white paint, and Lisa small in front of him in her gown. He looked at us both and let a second go by, and didn't rush a word of it.

"Chair's there," he said to me, and tipped his head at it. That was all.

I took the chair by the wardrobe, where I could see. And Lisa turned to me first — not to him. She let me be the one to lift the gown off her shoulders and down her arms, and I did it. She stepped out of it and stood there in the plain dark set she'd bought, fair and solid and lovely in the hard little light. Then she turned and went to him.

She reached up and put her hand flat on his chest, over the T-shirt, and looked slowly up the whole height of him. Then she got hold of the hem and pushed it up. He ducked and pulled it off over his head, and there he was bare for her, the way I'd only had him the once, on the landing in a towel. Sat this close it was more of him again — the broad dark spread of his chest and shoulders, the whole of him built big and solid by the work. Her two hands went wandering over him, small and pale on all that dark skin, and I heard her breath leave her.

"God, look at the size of you," she said. Out loud, plainly — not breathed down at her own mouth the way she'd said everything in the dark for weeks. She said it with the light on and her husband sat right there. "I've listened to you do this through that wall for weeks. Weeks." Her hands went down to the waist of his joggers and tugged. "Get these off. I want to see all of you."

He let her. Stood easy and let her push them down, and she went slowly onto her knees on the carpet to do it, and his cock came out dark and blunt and hanging low right at her face. She went quiet all at once. So did I. He was hung the way the rest of him was built — long, hanging low even soft, on a scale with the whole big frame of the man. My wife knelt there with her lips parted and simply looked at it, like she couldn't get her head round the fact of it.

"Christ," she said, low. "That's what's been coming through that wall at me all this time."

She took him in her hand. Her fingers didn't near go round him, and she stroked him slowly and watched her own hand bring him up hard, a kind of wonder in her face. I sat a few feet off with my heart slamming and my own cock aching stiff in my trousers, and I did nothing about it — I wanted to feel every bit of this the whole way through, not chase myself off early. She leaned in and licked slowly up the underside of his cock, root to tip, and closed her mouth over the head of it.

For all that, she could only manage the top of him. She took what she could and worked the rest with her fist, her cheek hollowing, wet sounds starting up in the quiet, and when she pushed to go deeper she gagged on it and had to pull off, gasping, a string of spit breaking off her chin. She laughed, breathless, plainly stunned at herself.

"I can't even get half of it in my mouth," she said, up at him, no shame in it at all. She spat on his cock and worked him roughly with both hands, her thighs pressed tight together, the front of her knickers soaked dark just from kneeling there with him. "Fuck. I've never had anything like this in my life."

Then she bent back down and tried again. He put one big hand into her hair, not forcing her, only resting it there, and let her work.

"Take your time," he told her quietly. Few words, the way he had everything. "No rush on it."

I watched her fight to swallow a cock she couldn't fit in her mouth, her eyes streaming with the effort, her fist slick and fast on the base of him, and I heard myself say it low. "That's it, love. Go on."

She looked round at me then, him still in her mouth, and held my eye, and I understood she'd wanted exactly that — for me to be the one who said go on. Then Isaac drew her up off her knees by the arm.

"Up here," he said, and moved her onto the bed.

He laid her back on his sheets and stripped the dark set off her — unhooked the bra with two fingers, drew the bottoms slowly down her legs and off — and there was my Lisa naked on another man's bed. Fair-skinned all over, flushed deep pink down her chest the way she goes, her tits full and soft and heaving with how fast she breathed, and him kneeling over her, dark against all that paleness of her and the plain white of the sheets. That was the sight that near did for me on its own — the dark of his hand spread open over her white thigh, easing it wide.

He went down her. His mouth came down on her pussy and she arched clean off the mattress with a cry she didn't try to catch. No wall to stay quiet for now — she let it go, loud and open in the little room, her hand flying down into his hair. He ate her slowly and patiently, one blunt finger working up into her while his tongue went at her clit, and she was soaked already, her hips bucking helplessly up onto his hand. She came the first time inside a couple of minutes, shaking hard, her heels dug into the bed, gasping out my name and then his.

"Neil — oh God — Neil, he's—" and then just, "Isaac. Isaac."

Then she was reaching over the side of the bed for her gown. Out of the pocket she took a condom — she'd put it there herself before we crossed, my careful wife — and tore the corner and sat up and rolled it slowly down him with both hands. Even that was a thing to watch, her getting the length of him covered. It was the rule kept, and I loved her for keeping it even now, even wanting him as plainly as she did.

"On your front," Isaac said. Nothing more.

She turned over and got up onto her knees, and I saw her reach back and take hold of his cock and guide it to her cunt, and I came forward in the seat without deciding to. He pushed in slowly. He had to. He fed it into her a bit at a time, and she dropped her head and made a long broken sound into the sheets as she took him, inch after inch, further than she'd have believed an hour before. I watched my wife's body open around another man for the first time in our marriage, and I could not have looked away to save my life.

"Oh — oh, that's — Neil, he's right up in me," she got out, turning her face to the side, finding me with one eye. "All of it. He's got all of it in me. God, I'm so fucking full of him."

"I know, love," I said. My hands had gone tight on the arms of the seat. "I can see."

He fucked her slowly to start, both hands spread wide over her hips to hold her steady. And the sight of a cock that size working in and out of her — the dark of him, the wet pink stretch of her round it — was the filthiest thing I have ever seen in my life. She came again on it before he'd properly got going, ground herself back onto him through it, greedy, past all her sense, her whole body quivering with it. And she talked now, out loud, in the light, blunter than she'd ever once been under her breath in the dark. "That's what I wanted," she was saying, over and over, wrecked with it. "That big black cock. I lay there listening to you fuck her and I wanted it in me. Fuck — I've wanted it since the first night I heard you."

"You still with me over there?" Isaac said, not breaking his rhythm, his head turned a fraction my way. It was the only word he sent me the whole time, and there was nothing of a taunt in it — only the man checking the ground under his own feet, the same as ever.

"I'm with you," I said. "Don't stop for me."

He didn't. He got a hand flat between Lisa's shoulders and pushed her chest down into the mattress and took her deeper for it. She went right off her head, both hands fisted in his sheets, her cunt stretched and gripping round every inch of him, wet running down the inside of her thigh. There was nothing left of the woman who runs a shop floor — just my wife getting fucked stupid by a man twice my size on the wrong side of the very wall I'd lain against all those nights. Only I was on the right side of it now. Every sound she made I'd have caught flat and muffled before, guessed at through the plaster — and here it all was in front of me with the light on, her open mouth and her rolling eyes and every filthy word.

He took a long time over it, building her up and letting her back down and building her again. Partway through he turned her over onto her back, folded her knees up and went at her slowly while she watched his cock work into her over the top of her own belly, her clit swollen and glistening where he split her open, and swore openly at the sight of it. Then she couldn't be still under him any longer. She pushed up off the bed and climbed over him instead. She got her knees either side of his hips and sank slowly down onto his cock, both hands flat on that broad dark chest, and took over. Slow to begin, then not slow at all — her head dropping back, working herself steadily up and down the whole length of him at her own depth now. I came half up out of the seat to see it. My wife rode a cock she'd have said was far too big for her to take, all that fair skin of her over all that dark of him, wet where they met. Her tits swung with the work of it. Her mouth hung open on sounds she'd never once have let out back when the wall still stood between us. She came like that, a third time, shaking so hard she near pitched off him. He sat up under her and held her through it, one arm right round her back, his face buried in her throat, and let her ride it out. Through all of it he stayed near silent — a low word now and then, "good girl" the once, nothing more. What he had he put into her body and spent no breath on it. When he finally went, he pulled nearly all the way out and drove the last of it in deep and held there, that big frame gone rigid over my wife, a long low sound dragged out of him. I watched him come, emptying into the condom deep inside her, and saw Lisa feel every pulse of it and grind herself up onto him to have it.

Then he was still, and she was still under him, both of them fetching their breath, and I sat there wrecked and full of it and hadn't laid a finger on myself the whole way through.

He eased carefully out of her and dealt with the condom without any show — knotted, gone into the bin by the bed. Then he pulled the sheet up over her before anything else. He reached down and drew it gently up over her hip where she lay spent. Only then did he go for the glass of water on the sill and put it in her hand, laying his own broad palm flat between her shoulder blades a moment while she drank. Not a word. He was no more a man for the after than for the during. But he saw her seen to.

"All right?" he said. To her. One breath.

"Yeah," Lisa said, and half laughed, wrung right out. "Bloody hell."

We didn't stop long after that. Once it was done there was nowhere for the three of us to be in that little room, and we felt it at the same moment. She got herself back into her gown and I got up out of the chair with my legs not quite my own, and Isaac said his goodnight to us the same flat way he said everything, already reaching for his paperback, a man turning in. We went out and pulled his door to behind us.

On the landing I took her hand again. She was flushed right through and unsteady on her feet and she leaned into my side going the eight feet back to our room, and I got the light off and we got into our own bed, and for a while neither of us said anything at all.

Then she talked, and she talked out loud. All that time the only place we'd ever put words to any of this was in the dark with her mouth against my ear, breathed so low it was half nothing. Tonight she lay easy beside me in the ordinary dark of our own room and said it at the flat plain pitch she'd use to tell me the shop was done, and it never once crossed either of our minds to drop our voices.

"I couldn't take all of him," she said. "Did you see me try? God, I did try." A soft laugh. "Next time I'll get more of it. I'll practise." She said *next time* like it was already down on a list somewhere, and it went straight through me.

"You were unbelievable," I said. "The pair of you. I've never — Lise, I've never felt anything like sitting in that chair."

"I know." Her hand found mine under the covers. "I watched you not touch yourself the whole time. You daft article." She turned her head. "You held out."

"I wanted the whole of it. All the way through."

She was quiet a bit. Then, plainer, the sensible one back in her voice even now: "It's still us. You know that. This doesn't touch us, this. If anything I—" she stopped, started again. "I feel more married than I have in years, if that makes me a lunatic."

"It doesn't," I said, and meant it, and she settled her head into my shoulder and was asleep inside minutes, spent right out.

I lay awake a good while longer, long after she'd gone under. Isaac's light clicked off beneath his door across the landing. And it came to me, going back over it, that I'd had the one thing and gone without another — because for once I'd been in the room instead of behind the wall. I'd seen it all, flat and near and lit, and the wall had stood quiet behind our headboard the whole night. I lay against the plaster a long time, listening to nothing, and couldn't have said why part of me missed it.
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Iwas back at the wall three nights after, up on my knees on our bed with my ear flat to the cold of the plaster, when Lisa put the lamp on and caught me at it.

There was nothing to hear. That was the truth of it. Isaac was in off the site and long turned in. I'd read his whole evening by ear — the boots off, the tap, the low churn of his telly through the wall. Then the bed taking his weight, and the house settling down under him. No Shauna these six weeks. Nothing came through that wall any more but the man himself asleep on the other side of it, and here I was knelt up in the dark to listen to even that.

"Neil." She wasn't cross. She had herself propped on one elbow with the lamp just on, looking at me pressed up there against the wall like a lad found out of his bed. "What are you at."

I came down off my knees and sat back against the headboard and didn't say anything for a minute, because I'd been three nights getting up to it and it still wouldn't come easy. It never does with me. I'd sooner have said it to the dark than to her face with the lamp on.

"That night," I got out at last. "In his room. It was the best night of my life, Lise. I've not stopped thinking on it." I stopped. Started again lower. "Only... when we came back in here. I lay awake half of it. And I couldn't get straight in my head what was wrong with me, that I'd want for anything after a night like that. And it took me till... the third night, near enough, to work out what it was."

She didn't fill the quiet. She never does.

"I'd sat in that chair and had the lot," I said. "Right there, lit up, close as you are now. Seen every bit. And the one thing I never had, the whole night, was... I never had it through the wall. First time in two months I wasn't on this side of it, and part of me lay here after and missed it, and I could've kicked myself for it." My throat had gone tight. "It's daft. I know how it sounds."

"Say it properly," she said. Not hard. Just her.

So I said the rest of it, the part I'd carried all my life and never once put out loud. That it had always been the hearing with me, more than the seeing. That I'd grown up in a house with walls like paper, where everything that ever mattered happened on the far side of a door, and you learned a thing by ear because looking was never let. The wall had always been the best of it for me. That I'd have given back half of what I saw that night for one more spell on this side of the wall with her in there.

She took that in without a word, turning it over slowly the way she turns a delivery sheet over, and I lay there feeling every kind of a fool. I've no size on the man and never had — you could have told me that at twenty and saved me the wondering — and here I was owning to my wife that I'd rather listen to her get it off him than watch. It ought to have been the lowest I'd ever felt. It wasn't. Getting it said was like getting a boot off.

"Right," Lisa said, after a while. She'd sat up properly now, the covers down off her, and I could all but see the list forming behind her eyes. "So we did it back to front, then. That's easy enough sorted."

"Sorted how?"

"Next time." She said it like she was moving a shift. "You're not in the chair. You stay in here, your side of the wall, and I go across to him on my own, and you have it the way you want it — through there." She tipped her head at the wall I'd had my ear to. "And when you've had your fill of listening, you come in. That's the only change." She looked at me plainly. "I'm not having you off to the side going without, not when the fix is you just stopping where you are."

I couldn't speak for a second. She'd taken the worst thing I owned and made a rota of it in under a minute. Lying there and listening to my sensible wife lay the filthiest wish I had out flat, solved like a shift that wanted covering, I'd gone stiff under the covers with no hand near me.

"You'd do that," I said.

"I've done the harder half already." A short breath that was nearly a laugh. "It's you that's got the easy end. You lie here." She reached over and put the lamp out, and turned away and settled down the way she had that first night, only nothing about it was the same. "Saturday," she said into the dark. "He's clear again Saturday. I'll sort it."

She sorted it the way she sorts everything, and told me the shape of it on the Thursday, flat, over the tea things, the same as she'd have told me she'd swapped a shift. There was the one change to the rules, and she made it herself and made it plain.

"No rubber this time." She carried on wiping the table down. "I'm on the pill, I've been on it years, you know all that. Last time was for keeping to what we'd said, and we kept to it, and I'm glad we did. This time I want to feel him with nothing in the way. And I want you to hear him finish in me through that wall you love so much." Now she looked up. "That all right by you."

It came out level, but her colour was up, and I'd have known even without it what saying it had cost the sensible one in her. I told her it was more than all right. I don't think I got the words very straight.

Saturday came the way that sort of day comes, slow all through it and then all at once. Isaac had his tea with us and turned in early to give us the run of the evening, easy as ever. When the house had gone quiet Lisa got herself ready without any fuss about it, and this time there was no crossing the landing hand in hand, no chair carried in. This time she stood at our bedroom door in her gown with her hand on the light.

"You stay put," she said. "You've the easy end, remember." A ghost of a smile. "Don't you dare come through till you can't stand it."

Then she put the light off and I heard her go — her bare feet crossing the landing the few steps to his door, the knock, low, the door. Then their murmur, and the door pulled quietly to. And I was on my own side of the wall, in the pitch dark, my back against the headboard and my hand flat on the cold of it, the way I'd started this whole thing months back, only everything about it turned round now. She'd put me here. This was mine because she'd handed it to me.

It started low. The bed took them both, a knock and a settle, his voice gone too quiet to carry and hers answering softly. I'd have given a year off my life to hear what she was saying to him. Then it wasn't the bed any more. There was a shift and a stand and a scuff of feet, and then the wall itself jumped against my hand — a solid thud into it right under my palm, and another. I knew without seeing a thing that he'd lifted her clean off the floor and put her up against it. Against my wall. He had her held up in those arms, the whole weight of him driving up under her, holding her there off her feet easily. She might have been light as anything to lift. And every thrust of his cock up into her drove straight through the board and into me.

She was loud. God, she was loud. There was no mouth at my ear now, no low careful whispering in the dark. She let it go full and open on the other side of an old partition, and I caught every filthy word of it flat and clear where before I'd only ever had it muffled and been left to guess.

"That's it — right up — oh God, don't drop me—" and then, wrecked, half sobbing it, "you're so big, you're splitting me right open, all that black cock and nothing between us this time — I can feel every fucking inch going up into me⁠—"

I lay against it with my cock leaking helplessly into my shorts, my hand jumping each time he slammed her into the wall. I did not touch myself. Not once. My cock throbbed insistently against my belly, my balls drawn up and aching, and I left them be. I only pressed my palm flat to the cold of the plaster and let the thumping rhythm of them come through into my chest. Her bare back thudded an inch from my face. Her cries poured steadily through, and under them the low grinding grunt of the man, and the wet obvious slap of his cock going up into her, all of it carrying clear through the thin old partition. That first night, months back, I'd matched him — found his rhythm through the wall and driven into her to it, my own cock in her. I did none of that now. I only lay there and let it come through into me. I was where I'd wanted to be the whole of my life and never dared say so — flat on the listening side, my wife being fucked senseless on the far one — and everything in me was pushed into that wall to have it.

"Harder," I heard her beg, gone right past herself, "harder, fuck me right into that wall, I want him to hear you doing me, I want him hearing every bit of it⁠—"

That she meant me — said my name to him like I was the whole point of the thing — went through me hot and hard. I heard it start to climb in her. I know the sound of my wife getting there better than my own name by now, and I lay and followed it up. The wall knocked harder and faster against my hand. Her cries ran together into one long broken thing, and then she came apart against the wall with a cry I felt in my teeth. He never broke his stride for it. He held her up steadily and kept driving up into her, slowly, heavily, and she was barely down off the one before he had her climbing the next.

Then her voice changed, low and urgent, and I knew she'd come to the thing she'd promised me.

"Go on," I heard her say, ragged with it, "finish it, fuck, empty your balls deep in me, I want your cum, give it me — Neil's behind that wall, he can hear every bit of you, let him hear you fill me up⁠—"

And I heard him come. His breath went rough and short. His weight drove up into the wall three hard times more and then held there, jammed, and a deep sound wrenched its way up out of that big chest of him. Lisa cried out openly as she felt him let go and empty himself right up inside her, bare, as deep as he could put it. I lay with my hand on the wall and heard my wife take another man's cum an inch of plaster from my face, and I could no sooner have got off that wall than it could have got off me.

Then it went quiet, the good quiet, the two of them breathing raggedly through there and the bed taking their weight again.

I couldn't stand it. That was the bargain, and she'd known it when she made it — *don't come through till you can't stand it* — and I was long past standing anything. I got up and crossed the landing in the dark and let myself in to them.

The lamp was on low. Lisa lay sprawled on her back across his bed with her knees still up and fallen wide open, fair and pink and thoroughly wrecked. The whole inside of her thighs was slick and shining with it, and a slow thread of him was already sliding out of her stretched-open cunt and down onto the sheet. Isaac had eased back off her and sat heavily on the side of the bed, dark and broad and still, his skin near black against all that fair sprawl of her, his spent cock lying long and softening down his thigh. He looked round at me and said nothing. He only reached and drew the sheet loosely up over her legs with one broad dark hand, then rested it on her shin a moment through the cloth, seeing her right in his own few quiet ways. Then he got up and gave us the room. He took himself off to the chair in the corner with a towel, an easy weight going down into the dark of it, and left us to it. It was as much of the after as the man had in him, and it was plenty.

"Come here," Lisa said to me, low and ragged. "I've been lying here waiting for you. Come and have me while he's still running out of me."

I got out of my things and got up over her, and she reached down between us and took hold of my cock and put me to her, and I pushed into my wife. Into all that hot slick mess of her — into a cunt so used and open and full of another man's spend that I sank in to the root in one easy push, and we both cried out at once. She was loose and swollen and soaking, hotter than anything I'd ever felt on myself, and I could feel every drop of what he'd left in her sliding hot and slippery round my cock with each stroke. I got her knees up round my hips and took her slowly, deeply, face to face and close, the way we'd not once done through any of the rest of it. Her arms came right round my back. Her heels dug in hard, and her eyes stayed on mine the whole way.

"Can you feel him," she panted up at me, filthy and tender at once, "can you feel all his cum in me, going round you⁠—"

"I can feel it," I got out. "God, Lise, I can feel all of it." Her tits were flushed and heaving under me, her nipples gone tight. Her clit had come up hard, and I got my thumb onto it and rubbed it slowly in little circles while I fucked her in his bed with his spend still warm inside her. She went off again almost at once, clenching helplessly and pulsing round me, the wet of us and of him running down the crack of her and onto the sheet. I fucked her harder then, for the sight and the sound of it, my cock going in and out of her slick and loud in the quiet little room, another man's spend easing round every stroke, and I felt my own end come up on me fast.

"That's my husband," she breathed up into my face, "that's mine — go on, take what he left in me, take it—" and I did. I felt my balls draw up tight. I drove deep and held myself still and emptied into her on top of his, my forehead down against hers, her name breaking out of my mouth. We shook helplessly through it together — in the far room, clean over that wall of mine at last.

The ten weeks had come and gone a fortnight back, and he'd stayed on without either of us making a thing of it. The retail-park job itself had a week or two left in it, and then he'd be off wherever they sent him next. I'd taken it for granted that was the shape of things — the arrangement run its course, the room ours again, a spring's odd memory to keep. Lisa had taken it for no such thing.

She did it herself, on a Friday, with the rent envelope going up under the kitchen magnet the same as every week since the start. Only she'd got there before him this week. She had her rota down off the fridge door and flat on the table, the one she writes out fresh each Sunday for the whole house. She'd added lines to it in that small square hand of hers that I couldn't read from where I stood.

"Isaac." She had her sensible face on, the store one, the one her section jumps for. "That contract of yours. When's it actually finish."

He weighed it the one beat, the way he weighed everything. "Fortnight Friday."

"And then it's another site, another room off another Facebook page." She wasn't asking. "You could do that. Or you keep this one. Month to month, same rent, cash the Friday, and none of the rest of it changes either — the arrangement's mine to run, in this house, on my say-so, when I put it on the list and not before. Breakfast stays breakfast. You're no bother and you never have been." She straightened the sheet against the table edge. "It's a better room than a Travelodge and you know it. What do you say."

For a moment he only looked at her, and I watched the stillest man I ever met take an extra beat over this one.

"I'll take the room," he said. That was all of it.

"Good." She clipped his envelope to the fridge door and that was the deal done, no more ceremony to it than the first one at that same table. Then she turned the rota round on the table so it faced me and tapped one of the new lines lightly with her nail. It was a night, a week or two off, with two letters against it that were her shorthand and nobody else's. "That one's yours," she said. "Your side of the wall. I'll tell you when."

Looking at my wife's handwriting laying out who slept where, and heard on which night, in the same pen she does the Thursday shop in, I could have gone down on the kitchen floor and thanked her. I didn't. I put the kettle on.

"Right," she said, satisfied, and got up and went to see about the tea.


EPILOGUE


Weeks on, and the mornings in that house had a shape to them I'd never have credited back when it was only the two of us rattling round it. Isaac's alarm went at ten to six through the wall, the site one, off the phone he kept on the sill. I'd long stopped waking to it as anything but the start of a day. By the time I came down he'd have the kettle filled and be stood at the counter in his socks with his boots not yet on. The size of him still took up the whole kitchen the way it had that first afternoon in the hallway, only nobody minded it now.

Three plates went out on the table without anybody counting them any more. The boiler ticked away underneath all of it, hot and steady, the very thing we'd let the spare room out to pay for in the first place. It had cleared its cost a good while back. The room stayed let for other reasons after that. We all knew it, and none of us ever said as much over the cornflakes, and the radiators still came on faithfully at half five whether we wanted them or not. The house was never cold first thing any more.

Lisa's rota was up on the fridge door where it always sat, that week's, the fresh one she wrote out every Sunday in her small tidy hand. She ran the whole house off it now — my shifts, her shifts, his site days, the big Thursday shop, whose turn for the bins. Down near the bottom, among the ordinary lines, there'd be the odd one marked with a private little shorthand only the three of us could read. I'd taught myself not to go hunting for mine too openly. I looked anyway. It was down there, a week or so off, a Friday, and just seeing it set the old ache going in me. I let it lie. She'd tell me when.

When his tea was poured Lisa rapped twice on the wall by the cooker with a knuckle, just to tell him it was ready. He rapped back once, and that was the whole exchange. The wall that had set the entire business going, all those months back, fetched a big lad down to his breakfast now.

He came in and took his end of the table, and he ate the way he did everything, slowly and easy, his dark forearms on our pale cloth and that big hand wrapped right round the mug. I'll not pretend I sat over my toast with nothing going through me. Some mornings a whole Saturday would come up on me out of nowhere — the wall gone live under the flat of my hand, the sound of her moaning through it, the wet slap of his cock driving up into her carrying through the plaster, and me gone aching-hard in my work trousers with no help for it and nobody the wiser. I'd put my eyes back on my plate and get on with my egg.

Lisa caught me at it once from across the way, and she knew exactly where I'd been. She just gave me a small look and a smaller shake of the head and went back to her toast. I loved her that plainly in the moment I could scarcely get a swallow down.

Isaac was up and into his boots at the door before the rest of us had finished, the site starting sharp at seven and the foreman counting heads. He took his jacket off the hook. "Right, I'll get off," he said, and, "cheers for the tea," and that was about his lot of a morning, and the door went quietly to behind him, and I heard his boots go steadily off down the path.

Lisa slid the shop list over to me — Thursday, my afternoon off it — and I ran my eye down it. Her bits, my bits, the big bags of that pasta he got through by the week, all of it on the one list in the one hand now.

"You'll not forget his this time," she said.

"I forgot it the once."

"Mm," she said, and lifted the last of the plates to the sink.

I sat a minute over the list with the house gone quiet around me, the rota up there with my Friday marked down the bottom of it in her writing. I watched the back of my wife at her sink, running the whole of us like a shift she had well in hand. Then I got up and set to the drying, because the drying was mine, and I could not for the life of me have named a luckier man on Denton Avenue.


ALSO BY CLAIRE ATTARD

The First Time Blacked Collection — standalone stories. Different couples, different rooms, the same first time none of them can take back.

Company Man: A White Wife Taken By Her Husband’s Big Black Boss

Dan’s boss runs the region, the room, and — once the quarterly dinner surfaces the fantasy Dan never dared say — his wife. Dan pours the wine and watches the man he answers to take Nicola at his own table.

Tell Me Everything: A White Wife’s First Time With Her Big Black Trainer

Tom books Gemma six weeks with a big black personal trainer for their anniversary. Every night she tells him what happened on the mats — until the telling gets ahead of the truth, and the truth catches up.

The Entertainment: A Bride’s First Time Blacked At Her Bachelorette Party

For Hayley’s hen weekend, her maid of honor books the black entertainer she’s only ever joked about. The bride-to-be ends the last night taking him in front of her aware, cheering circle.

The Last Hand: A White Wife Won By Her Husband’s Big Black Best Friend

At the monthly poker night the oldest joke is that Kirsty will leave Mark for his best friend Calvin. One night Kirsty raises the stakes herself, loses the last hand, and pays what the bet bought.

Permission: A White Wife Seduced By A Young Black Bull

A composed young black man asks Stuart’s permission to buy his wife a drink. Then a dinner. Then a night. And Michelle’s dormant appetite wakes around the asking — until the asks change address.

…and more coming soon.
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