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The iron hissed and spat, and Ruth said, without turning round, "It's gone eight, David, and this is your good shirt I'm doing, so there's your last excuse gone."

He lay a minute more with his eyes shut and listened. Sunday had a sound in their house and this was it. The hiss and thump at the board. The oven ticking as it warmed. A wood pigeon going on and on in the ash tree out the back like it had nowhere better to be. The roast was in already. She'd have put it in before he woke, before the kettle even, and he could smell it now under the hot cotton.

He opened his eyes. She stood at the board in the window with the morning behind her, still in her slip, doing his collar with the tip of the iron and her whole quiet attention on it. He watched her. He'd been doing that for eleven years and never properly got over it.

She was thirty-two and looked younger than that. Fair, clean-featured, her dark hair pinned up already, like every day of her life. She looked right in a plain collar and a plain skirt, and that was nearly all anyone ever got of her. The rest she kept back, and always had. Under the slip she was better than she let a living soul know. She had a full, round arse, easily the best thing about her, and the one part the long skirts couldn't hide, because they covered it fine right until she reached to a high shelf or bent to the low oven, and then they didn't. A trim waist. Small high tits, soft, that she dressed to flatten. Pale skin that pinked at nothing. And a mouth she'd never once made anything of, the lips very full and very soft. Even now, pressing a shirt in the plainest slip she owned, she looked made for a good deal more than she'd ever let happen to her.

His cock was half-hard under the covers, and he was watching his wife do the ironing, which was no state for a Sunday. He left it be. His throat had gone a little dry. She could still knock the fucking legs from under him clear across a room, and not the first notion she was doing it.

"You're staring," she said, plainly, still not turning. "I can feel it on the back of my neck."

"I'm admiring the work."

"You're admiring something." She stood the iron up on its heel and shook the shirt out and looked it over, and looked pleased, and hung it on the door. "Up, you. Grace at my mother's at one, and I'll not walk in late twice running. She'll have me for it."

[image: ]


Church came and went the way these things did. An hour of standing and sitting and a sermon on the good Samaritan that Reverend Ash had given more or less word for word two Easters back. Ruth beside him with her hymn book open, her voice small and true under the organ. David hadn't much faith left in him, if he'd ever had a lot, but he liked the sitting near her. Partway through the last hymn she leaned her shoulder into his arm, tired at the end of a long week, and he stood there in a house of God with his mind nowhere near the sermon. It was on the tits he'd watched her button away that morning, and on what the good coat did nothing to hide when she stood. He sat hard in a pew like a boy of fifteen. A worse man than anyone in the building would ever have guessed. Then they shuffled out and shook the vicar's hand and it was done.

Lunch was at Jean's. Lunch on a Sunday had been at Jean's since before he'd married into it. Her mother kept a house you could have done surgery in. Everything pressed, everything squared away, a good brooch on and not a hair loose, and eyes that went over the both of them and quietly priced the lot and never once stopped where they could be called rude.

She landed it on Ruth before they were properly over the step.

"That blue's a bit much for church, love," Jean said, taking their coats. She said it gently, which was worse than if she'd shouted. "You've that lovely grey one."

"It's only a blouse, Mum."

"I'm only saying. We don't want to make a show of ourselves." She hung the coats up carefully. "There's sherry if your husband wants it, and the beef won't be five minutes."

David had liked the blue. He'd said so that morning, when she came down in it. It did something for her, a bit of colour high at the throat, and it sat closer than the things she mostly picked. He got half a word out and Ruth caught his eye over her mother's shoulder and gave him the smallest shake of the head, and he shut up. By the time Jean was carving, Ruth had gone up and come down again in the grey. No fuss, no sulk, buttoned to the collar. She took her seat and put her napkin on her lap and asked her mother about the church flowers as though nothing had happened at all.

Some low part of him was glad of the grey. Glad she was covered up and plain and nobody's but his, sat at her mother's table with her hair up and her collar done, the blue gone back in the wardrobe where a stranger wouldn't get the good of it. And still, buttoned to the throat, some other part of him wanted the grey off her and his mouth on her tits, right there at the table, and he was ashamed of the wanting and had it anyway. He put his hand on her knee under the cloth while Jean said grace. Ruth folded her hand over his and squeezed it once, and bowed her head.

"For what we are about to receive," Jean said, "may the Lord make us truly thankful. And for family under one roof, which is more than plenty of folk have got. Amen."

"Amen," Ruth said.

The beef was very good. It always was. Jean asked whether they'd given any more thought to a little holiday, as she did twice a year, and Ruth said they'd see, and nobody said the other thing. That it had been just the two of them under their roof all this while and looked to stay that way. That Jean would dearly have liked a grandchild to press shirts for. It lay there under the gravy, quiet, and then it passed. Ruth cleared without a word and washed up in her mother's kitchen while Jean dried and inspected. David sat over a coffee he didn't want and let the women's talk go by him, and about half two Ruth put her head round the door and said the hall wanted them.
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The Memorial Hall was a low brick place at the end of the rec, and it had been coming down slowly for as long as anyone could remember. The rain in the night had brought a length of guttering off the back and run water down the inside wall. By the time they got there someone had stood a mop bucket under the worst of the drip, right below the appeal poster. RE-ROOF THE MEMORIAL HALL, with a thermometer drawn up the side and coloured in red felt-tip to somewhere short of halfway. The drip landed in the bucket every couple of seconds with a flat tin note.

Sean was up a stepladder at the far wall with the fallen length in his hands, working out where it had let go. He was the caretaker and had been for years, and he was mostly the reason the place still stood. Forty or thereabouts. A big man, taller than David and a fair bit broader, with the forearms and the back of a bloke who carried things for a living, grey coming in at the sides, settled and unhurried, at home where he stood. He nodded at the pair of them and carried on.

"Somebody hold this steady," Sean said, "and pass me the long bolts out the tin. This bracket's gone. Rusted clean through. Older than the two of us put together, this thing."

David went and held the ladder, glad of a job for his hands. Ruth went straight through to the little kitchen at the side and had the urn on and the cups out before her coat was properly off. She was easy with the place, easy with the half-dozen committee folk drifting in and out, and inside ten minutes she'd got tea into most of them and had Marjorie Pratt laughing at the trestle table. She was good with a room.

He passed a bolt up. Sean looked at it. "Long ones," he said, patiently, and David dug in the tin and found a long one and handed that up instead.

The drip went on into the bucket. The committee talked money, or the want of it. The roof quote was still to land and the appeal had stuck fast six hundred short, and old Ken Sutton floated the summer fair again. "I still say a fair, come the warm weather…" he said, the same as he did every year, only this year nobody talked him down. Ruth came round with a fresh tray and stood a mug on the ladder's shelf by Sean's boot before anyone asked.

"You'll want that," she said. "It's cold work up there."

"I didn't ask for one," Sean said, not unkindly, looking down at her.

"I know you didn't." She was already moving off. "Drink it anyway."

She stopped under the poster to straighten it, because it had gone crooked with the damp and she never could leave a crooked thing be. She reached up with both hands to press the top corner back on its pin, up on the balls of her feet, and the grey blouse pulled tight over her back and lifted clear of her waistband an inch. For a second she was one long line, arms up, the whole round of her arse plain to everybody in the place.

Derek Yates, who kept the appeal's little cash book, looked up from his columns and his eyes went to her and stuck, half a second too long, before he made himself put them back on the page. Derek was sixty-odd and married to Pauline and wouldn't have hurt a fly. He'd known her ten years without once seeing her, and he'd seen her now, and he bent back to his figures with his neck gone red.

And it caught David then, low in the gut, and it was not the clean thing he'd have looked for. He waited for it to be jealousy. A proper husband's flare, that's my wife, mind your eyes. It wasn't that, or not only that. It was a pull, and a slow thick throb to go with it, in a church hall of all places, and he'd not a name for it and didn't go hunting one. He'd told himself before now that he felt nothing when men looked at her, and mostly he'd got away with it.

Christ.

"Bolt," Sean said, from up the ladder, with his hand down.

David put a bolt in it.

"Short one, that."

"Sorry." His face had gone hot, and he kept his eyes on the ladder instead of the room. He dug out a proper one and passed it up. Ruth got the poster square, dropped back onto her heels, and went off to see about the second pot with no notion, as far as he could tell, that she'd done a single thing to a single soul.

They braced the length up in the end, Sean doing the work and David feeding him the right bolt roughly one time in three, and the drip slowed and stopped once the water had somewhere to run. Ken Sutton got a proposer and a seconder for the fair before anyone could think better of it. Ruth washed the committee's mugs and stacked them in the rack and said her goodbyes round the room. Sean said, "Cheers for the tea, Ruth," plainly, her name and nothing after it, and she said it was no trouble, and they walked home in the last of the sun with the light going low and gold over the rec.

"He's a nice enough man, that Sean," Ruth said. "Doesn't say much, does he."

"He fixed a gutter I couldn't have found the start of."

"Well… it's what he's there for." She had her arm through his. "You held that ladder very nicely, mind."

"I gave him about forty wrong bolts."

"You did." She was laughing at him now, warm, leaning into his side. "I was watching. Forty at the least."

They walked on, her held close against him, and he watched the sway of her hips, openly, under the plain skirt. The arse half the hall had got a look at that afternoon, and not one of them would ever own it. That was his. He held onto that the rest of the way home.

[image: ]


At home she got the tea going, the roast warmed through and the vegetables on, and went to the sink to rinse the pan. She pulled her wedding ring off, as she always did before her hands went in the water, and set it up on the windowsill over the taps, where it caught what light was left. She'd done it ten thousand times. It didn't mean a thing. It was only what a careful woman did so she didn't lose a ring down the plughole. It sat there, small and gold in the wet gleam, while she scrubbed and hummed a hymn under her breath with her sleeves shoved up and her bare hand in the suds.

David stood next to her with the tea towel and dried what she passed him, and looked at the ring, and thought about a man in a hall looking at his wife and making himself look away. His cock had stiffened over the sink of its own accord, quiet, the same as that morning. He'd have to say it to her, one of these nights. He'd been meaning to the best part of a year and still couldn't find the first word of it. And here it was rising in him once more over a bowl of soapy plates, while she hummed to herself and her ring sat where she'd left it, off her hand, in the light.
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By half eleven she had the urn going and the tables out in two rows. She knew the orders without asking. Ada Pryce took her tea weak with two sugars. Bill Hollis said every week that he didn't want feeding, and then ate whatever was put in front of him. Ruth had the cups down off the high shelf, the big brown pot warming, and a tray of corned-beef pie cut into neat squares that she'd done at home the night before. The lunch club ran on whatever the committee could carry in. Half of them were long past carrying much. It was her favourite two hours of the week and she had never once said so aloud, because it seemed a poor thing to be proudest of, feeding old folk in a cold hall on a wet Tuesday. She was proud of it anyway.

They came in out of the drizzle in ones and twos, shaking their coats, and she had a word for each of them before they'd got their arms free. Ada wanted to know had she heard about the Suttons' boy. Bill wanted to tell her the pie was too bloody rich, and then have another square. Mrs Enderby was ninety if she was a day and came in on the community bus, and she wanted her hand held a minute at the door and to be told she looked well, which she did not.

"You're a good girl," Mrs Enderby said, patting the back of Ruth's hand gently with fingers like a bundle of twigs. "Your mother did a job with you."

"She'll be glad to hear it." Ruth got her settled with her tea, and ducked her head as she straightened up, because she had never once learned to just take a kind word without wanting to hand it back. Her mother had heard she was a good girl, more or less, every Sunday of her life, and still found the corners Ruth had missed.

The fire door at the side was off its hinges and stood leaned against the wall, the frame gone bare beside it. Sean was down on one knee in the gap with a block plane, taking long curls off the bottom edge where it had caught and dragged for years. He'd put dust sheets down and a work light on a stand, and his sleeves were turned back off his forearms. He made a slow, neat job of it. He made a slow, neat job of everything.

She'd seen him come in, but she'd had the urn to see to. Now she carried a stack of the good plates over to the serving end, and she had to pass him to do it. The gap was narrow with the door out. She turned herself sideways to get the plates by him without a clatter, and for a second she was near enough to feel the heat coming off his back, and aware, without wanting to be, of the sheer size of him folded down into the gap. A small shiver went up her, and her face warmed with it. She put it down plainly to the draught and the urn, because there was a draught, cold on her ankles through the bare frame, and she set the plates down and got on with the room.

She brought him a tea, because he was down in the cold and nobody else would think of it, and set it on the dust sheet by his knee where he'd not tip it.

"You'll be at that all day," she said.

"It's not the door." He ran his thumb down the edge he'd planed and blew the dust off it. "It's the frame. The whole place has settled to one side over the years, so every door in it fights you. You free one off and, honest to God, the next one starts sticking just to make the point." He looked at the tea, then up at her, steadily. "You didn't have to do that."

"It's only a tea, Sean. It's not a kidney."

That got a short huff out of him, dry, down the nose. He said cheers, quietly, and bent back to the plane. She went back to her tables blushing faintly at herself, at the daft little pleasure of having nearly made the dry man laugh, and cross that it should please her so much either way. She went up on her toes for the last of the clean cups on the high shelf, and Bill's eyes came up off his plate and settled on her a shade too long, harmless and married forty years and not even quite aware he was doing it. Men looked. They always had, since she was fifteen, and she had spent the whole of it turning square to the room and tugging things straight and pretending she'd not clocked it. She always clocked it. She got the cups down and thought no more about it, or told herself so.

Dawn arrived late and loud, a Tupperware of flapjack under one arm and her coat still on, and dropped into the chair beside Ruth with the whole weather of the street coming off her.

"Don't," she said, before Ruth had got a word out. "I know I'm late. Marlon had the car, the school run took a bloody age because some woman had parked across the zigzags again, and I have had, Ruth, honestly, the morning of my life." She got her coat off finally and looked down the hall. "Ooh, is that fresh? Go on, slide us one of Ada's before she has the lot."

"You can't have Ada's, she counts them."

"She never counts them."

"She does, Dawn. She told me once she can tell if the plate's been so much as breathed on." Ruth put a square on a napkin and pushed it over regardless. "There. And if she asks, it walked."

Dawn ate it in two and nodded down the hall at Sean, bent over his planing. "How long's he been at that, anyway? He was at it when I dropped the flapjack in on Thursday."

"It's the frame," Ruth said. "The whole building's leaned over. You fix one door and the next one goes."

"Listen to you, love, the frame's dropped." Dawn grinned at her sideways, chewing. "You'll be up a ladder yourself next. And I saw you carrying them plates two at a time, an' all. You want to leave a bit for the rest of us, you're making us look like a right lazy shower." She meant it warmly, no edge on it. Ruth felt the whole day loosen a notch. There was nobody on earth Dawn was frightened of, herself least of all, and it was catching for the length of a cup of tea. "I mean it, mind. You do far too much."

"I like doing too much. It's cheaper than a hobby."

"That," said Dawn, "is the saddest thing I've heard all bloody week, and I've had a week." And they laughed, both of them, properly, Ruth's hand going up over her mouth because she had never got out of doing that. For a minute she was only a woman laughing in a warm hall, nothing else, and it was lovely, and it went.

The money came up over the second pot, as it did most weeks. Ken Sutton had the appeal book open, his glasses down his nose and a long face on him. The roofer had been out at last and put a number to the job, and the number was worse than the poster on the wall had ever dreamed of being. Half as much again on top of what they'd feared. The bloody felt had gone under the tiles, not just the tiles, and once a man was up there with his ladder he'd found the rest of it.

"So the fair's not a nice-to-have any more," Ken said, to the table at large. "The fair's the roof now. Bluntly."

"Then we'd best make it a good one," Dawn said, and got a murmur.

Somebody asked about the raffle. Somebody else wanted to know if they could shift the whole thing onto the rec if the weather turned. It came round, as these things do, to who would do what, and Ruth said she'd take the teas and the baking, which the table had known she'd say before she said it. Sean said, without turning or breaking his stroke, that he'd want a proper look at the outbuilding wiring before anyone ran a urn and a fryer off it at once. If they wanted the big marquee off the rugby club, he added, then he knew the man. The table took that as settled. When Sean said a thing in that flat way of his, it generally was.

She got up to start the washing rather than sit there watching the broad back of him work, and could not have said why she'd sooner be at the sink. She was aware, going down the room with the tray, of one or two of the men watching her cross it, and she carried the tray a little higher and thought nothing of it, as she had her whole life. She ran the water hot, got her sleeves shoved up, and put her hands in.

Her phone went at four, buzzing on the draining board, and she knew before she'd dried a hand that it was her mother. Jean rang at four on a Tuesday the way the urn came to the boil. Dead on, every week.

"Ruth."

"Hello, Mum."

"You're at the hall, I can hear it." A moment's quiet down the line. "Is David eating?"

"He's at his work, Mum. He eats."

"Only Pauline saw him at the garage on Thursday and thought he looked drawn. You want to feed that man up, he can't run on tea and toast at his age." Jean never raised her voice. She'd never once had to. "You're not both going short so you can put it all in that roof, I hope."

"Nobody's going short."

"Well. You'd know best." Then, because there was always a second thing, and the second thing was the true errand: "I've the flowers on Saturday, and I told them you'd come and do the big pedestal with me, the one for the front. Nine o'clock, mind, before it gets busy. You've a lovely eye for it. Better than mine, these days, I'll give you that much."

"Course I'll come."

"Wear something you don't mind getting the greenery on. And not the blue."

"Mum…"

"I'm only saying. It marks." And she rang off with no goodbye, simply gone, having got exactly what she'd come for and left the small stone in Ruth's shoe that she always left. Ruth blushed at the closed phone, though there was nobody there to see her do it.

She stood a moment with the water gone cold round her wrists, turning it over. Was David eating. Had he looked drawn. When had she last properly looked at him across a table, instead of past him to the next thing that wanted doing. She had no answer to that, and it sat far worse with her than anything Ada ever said about the pie.

She finished the pots, dried the cups, stacked them in the rack. She wiped the long tables down, folded them away, swept the crumbs of pie-crust off the floor. By the time she'd done, Sean had the fire door back on its hinges and was swinging it gently to and fro on the flat of his hand, feeling it go, easy and quiet now where it had fought everyone for years. He caught it shut and left it, and started gathering up his sheets.

"Night, Sean."

"Night, Ruth." Just her name, and no more of him than that, the same as ever. She was halfway up the rec in the last of the wet light before she caught herself listening back for the bit that never came. She told herself off for a fool, shivered in the wet, put her collar up against the drizzle, and went home.

The front of the house was dark when she came to it, which meant he was in and hadn't put the lamp on. He put the lamp on when the day had been long. She let herself in.

He was at the kitchen table with his coat still on, the post unopened by his hand and the kettle not filled, looking at nothing much. He came to slowly when she put the light on, like a man half-woken.

"You're back," he said. "Good day?"

"Ada's counting the pie again." She set her bag down and looked at him properly, as her mother had put her in a mind to. He looked tired. Grey under the eyes. Not drawn, whatever the gossip had made of it. Something else, held down. Three nights this week he'd sat like this, come in and not shifted, up long after she'd gone to bed. His tea stood where she'd left it that morning, under an upturned plate on the side, gone stone cold and not touched. "You've not eaten."

"I wasn't hungry. I'll have it now."

"You'll not, it's this morning's." She took it away and got the pan out to do him some eggs. She cracked them one-handed, quickly, with her back to him. "Mum's decided you're wasting away. She's had a full report off Pauline."

"She wants to mind her own," he said, but there was a smile in it, faintly, and it warmed her more than it should have to hear it.

"That's more or less what I told her." She whisked the eggs. Behind her she could feel him not talking, which had a weight all its own. Her stomach clenched round a cold thread with no name to it. It might be money, or his health. It might be the thing nobody ever said out loud at her mother's table. She only knew there was something, and that it had sat down in the kitchen with them. She turned round with the plate. "David. Is something the matter?"

He looked at her a moment too long. There was a thing right up behind his teeth, plain as the plate in her hand, and then he swallowed it back down and gave her the small, private smile he kept only for her, and it sank back to wherever it lived.

"Nothing's the matter," he said. "I'm just tired, love. Busy time of year…"

She let it be. She sat with him while he ate and told him about Mrs Enderby, and the flowers on Saturday, and Dawn being late again, and he laughed in the right places, easily enough, and it was nearly an ordinary evening. Then she reached across for his empty plate and rested her hand a second at the back of his neck, where the day always gathered in him. She meant nothing much by it, only the old easy habit of touching him going past. He leaned his head into her hand and shut his eyes and let a long breath go, and something in her gave at that, a soft ache she'd no name for and hadn't felt in a good while, at nothing more than her husband letting his weight down into her palm. She could have stood there an hour. Then he caught himself, sat up, and said he'd do the washing, she'd been on her feet since morning.

She went up first, and heard him not follow.

She undressed in the dark and got into the cold flat of the bed, his side, warmer than her own, and shivered under the sheet, and lay there aware of her own body — restless, and flushed at a wanting she couldn't have put a shape to, and aching low and dull with it. A strip of yellow light came under the door from downstairs. He wasn't washing up. She'd have heard the water run. He was only sitting, in the one lit room, with whatever it was he had behind his teeth. She was near certain, now, that he'd say it to her before long. She was more certain still it would fall to her to see to, once he had. She turned her ring slowly on her finger under the covers and watched the strip of light, and waited for it to go off. It did not, for a long time.
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The News at Ten came and went and he'd have struggled to name one thing off it. Ruth had her feet tucked up under her at the far end of the settee with the mending basket in her lap, turning the heel of one of his socks. Every so often she glanced at him over the top of it and said nothing, which was worse than any question. She'd been doing it quietly for days. He knew what it was. She was waiting for him to be all right again, patient as she'd wait on a kettle, sure it would get there on its own if she only left it be.

It would not, though. Only he could light the gas under it, and he'd known that grimly for a week now.

"They've got me for the flowers on Saturday," she said, not looking up from the sock. "Mum and the big pedestal, nine o'clock sharp. I'd said yes before she'd got the sentence out." She bit the thread off neatly. "And Dawn's made herself queen of the raffle for the fair, heaven help us, and she wants to know if you'll run the float and the takings, seeing as you can add up. I said I'd ask. You don't have to."

"I'll do the takings," he said.

"You're a good man." She said it lightly, the way she'd say it of him carrying a heavy bag in from the car, and it landed all wrong in him. He was sitting there being a good man with the worst thing he'd ever wanted turning slowly over in his chest, and she hadn't the least idea. He watched her thumb the needle through the wool, and thought, God forgive him, of the men who'd give an arm to sit where he sat and watch her do a dull domestic thing in a lamplit room. He put it down. "There's a bit of Dawn's cake left if you fancy it. She sent it back with me. Made too much again."

"I'm grand for now."

"You've said some version of that all night." She looked up at him properly, over the top of the mending, her grey-green eyes going right through him. "You keep drifting off and leaving your body here on the settee. Where is it you go?"

"Nowhere. Just tired." It was the nearest he'd come to a lie with her in years, and it cost him, and she took it without a word, unbelieving, and went back to the heel of his sock.

He got up and made a pot of tea neither of them wanted and stood in the kitchen while it brewed, looking at the black square of the window with his own shape in it. There was a shake in his hands. He'd rehearsed it a hundred times driving home and every version came out worse than the last, because the thing itself was the trouble, and he could arrange the words any way he liked and the thing stayed ugly. He poured two cups and carried them through. Ruth set hers on the arm of the settee to go cold, and looked at him, and this time she held his eye.

"You're going to make yourself ill," she said. "Whatever it is."

"I'm all right."

"You're not, though. You've not been right since the weekend." She laid the sock down in her lap. "And don't tell me it's work, David, because you've never once in eleven years brought work home to brood over, so it isn't that. It's something." Her voice stayed gentle. It was always gentle, and she could corner a man without ever once lifting it past the tone she'd use on the doorstep for a caller. "Is it money? Is it your health? Because if you've had a letter off the doctor and you're sitting on it to spare me, I'll not thank you for it."

"It's nothing off the doctor. God, no. Nothing like that." He set his cup down carefully. "Go up. I'll be up in a minute. It's late."

She went up. He heard the taps run, and the old click of the airing-cupboard door, and the small nightly sounds of his wife getting ready for bed over his head. He sat with his hands loose between his knees and understood plainly that he would do it tonight, because he could not carry it another whole day, and because she'd asked him straight. A straight question off Ruth had always pulled the truth clean out of him. He put the lamp out and went up.

She was at the mirror in her slip, her hair down for the night, brushing it out slowly in long strokes. Then she reached the nightdress off its hook and pulled it on over her head, and did up the little row of buttons up the front of it, from the waist to the throat, one after another, covering herself away for the night the same as she did every night of her life. He stood in the doorway and watched her hands go up the buttons. His throat was tight, and low down, at the worst moment a man could pick, he felt himself stir and thicken in his pyjamas. She was lovely, and covering herself, and he was about to ask her to let a stranger uncover her, and it was the one same want and he had never managed to tell the two of them apart. He hated himself for it. It changed nothing.

"Come to bed, then," she told him in the mirror. "You're hovering."

He got in on his side. She finished her hair and turned the lamp down low but left it burning, and got in beside him, and lay on her back looking up at the ceiling, waiting, because she knew now it was coming. He could feel her knowing it. The quiet ran on a while.

"Ruth." His voice came out wrong, too high. He started again, lower. "There's a thing I've carried. A long time. Longer than the weekend."

"All right."

"And it's nothing wrong. Not with you, not with us. I want to say that first, before the rest, because the rest is going to come out sounding like there's something wrong and there isn't. You've done nothing. It's all mine, this. Every bit of it's mine."

"David." Very quiet. "Just say it."

So he tried. He got as far as *I've been thinking about you* and stalled, and went at it another way, sideways, the coward's road. He talked about how men looked at her. How they'd always looked at her, and she never saw it and he saw all of it, all these years, a fella's eyes catching on her across a shop or a hall and going where they shouldn't and jumping away again. And how it had never been the ordinary thing a husband was meant to feel about that. She lay very still beside him and let him get it out in pieces. He said it did something to him. He said he'd no clean word for what it did. He murmured it low, up into the low light, two people flat on their backs talking about the one thing.

"I don't understand," she said. But there was a note under it that said she was starting to, faster than a woman ought who was hearing this stone cold, and it went through him that she was hearing it with a thing already half-known in her, one she'd sensed for a while and folded away without a word, just as she folded the mending. It didn't make it any easier. If anything it made it worse.

"When a man looks at you," he said, "part of me wants to put his eyes out." He made himself keep going. "And some other part. The part I'm ashamed of, the part I've never said to a living soul. That part wants to let him. Wants to watch him have what he's looking at. Wants to be stood right there in the room while another man…"

The word waited at the back of his throat and then came, flat and ugly and a relief to be shot of. "While another man fucks my wife. And me watching. And me still yours, after. That's it. That's the whole rotten size of it. I've wanted to see you taken by someone else, with me right there, for the best part of a year, and I couldn't shift it, and I couldn't say it, and I'm saying it now."

The room went very quiet. Below them the fridge hummed and clicked off. And even now, with the words barely cold in the air and his wife gone rigid at the edge of the bed, there was a man in his head with his hands full of her, and David off to the side just watching her face do the thing it did. His cock was hard against the mattress. Shameful and insistent, on the very worst night of his marriage to have a want in him at all.

*God help me,* he thought. *God help the both of us.*

Ruth lay dead still. He made himself turn his head and look at her. She was staring straight up, her hands folded on top of the covers over her buttoned nightdress, her jaw set, her eyes gone bright and glassy in the low light and holding. He'd braced all week for tears, or the cold shoulder turned, or the word *disgusting*, which he'd have earned. He'd never pictured this — the stillness, her taking it clean on the chin.

"How long did you say?" she said.

"A year. On and off. Longer, if I'm honest with you. But a year that I…"

"And you've not." She swallowed. "With anyone. You've done nothing about it?"

"No. Nothing of the sort. It's not other women, Ruth, it's nothing of that. It's only ever been you. You're the whole of it. That's the point of it, that it's you." He heard how mad it sounded and said it anyway. "There's no version of this where I want you one ounce less. It's the opposite way about. That's the bit I can't make land for you."

She took that in. He watched her take it in, her face gone still, and he lost her behind it. He lay beside her and hardly dared breathe into the quiet, because he'd said all of it, and anything more would only be him talking himself back out of the shame, and she'd hear it for exactly that.

"Is this why you married me?" she said at last, and her voice carried the smallest crack. "Because I was the sort men look at. Did you pick me for it?"

"No." It came out of him hard. "I married you because you were good, and kind, and you laughed at my rubbish, and you're the best thing that ever came to a very ordinary man. This grew up in the middle of that. It came after." He wanted badly to reach for her and firmly did not. "You can tell me I'm sick, Ruth. You can send me to the spare room. I'll never say it again as long as I live. It's said now, and you never have to hear it twice."

She was quiet a long time. Long enough that he took it for the end, that she'd kill the lamp and turn her back and they'd carry it in silence into whatever the marriage was now. But she left the lamp burning. She lay there with her hands still on the coverlet and her eyes steady on the ceiling, and slowly, watching her, he understood that she was not turning him down. She was *weighing* it, working out plainly what it would cost her and whether she was able, the same as she'd weigh the rota, or the flowers, or taking on the teas and the baking both.

"What would you want me to do?" she said.

His heart slammed once, hard. He kept his voice level at a cost that hurt. "Nothing. Nothing yet. Not tonight, not a thing you don't want. It's only ever a thing we'd do if you wanted it too, and slow, and I'd stop it dead the second you…"

"Don't." She turned her head then, finally, and looked full at him, her face wet and calm and closed to him, near enough that he felt her breath. "Don't go telling me what I'd want. You've no earthly idea what I'd want." She let a breath go. "Neither do I."

She looked at him a moment longer. Then she reached over and turned it down to nothing, and the dark came in over the two of them.

"I'm not saying yes to anything," she said into it. "I'm saying I heard you. Now go to sleep, if you're able. I can't think with you looking at me like that."

He lay in the dark with his heart still going and his cock still half-hard and shameful under the sheet, and beside him he could hear that she was awake too, lying with it exactly as he was. The thing was out now. Out of him and into the room and into her, the pair of them holding the one live wire in the black and neither letting go of their end. He'd wanted it said for a year. It was said. And lying there he saw he'd had the whole of it backwards, that the danger was never that she'd refuse him. He turned over toward the wall. Behind him his wife lay quiet and thinking, and did not say no, and that was so far past worse than *no* that he very nearly laughed.
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She had done the top button up at the mirror that morning, out of habit, and then undone it again with her coat half on, because he had asked her to. That was the whole of it. One button.

She told herself in the car it was nothing. Less than her mother let show at a christening. A stripe of throat, the start of the plain gold chain, and nothing more a soul could rightly point at. She half believed it. She believed it right up until she was stood in the hall under the strip lights, in the blue blouse she was supposed to have grown out of, feeling the cold air at the gap in her throat all afternoon.

The trestles went up and the urn went on. She sorted the raffle prizes into their sad little heaps on the end table and did it just as she did every Thursday, and nobody looked at her twice, and after a while she began to feel faintly foolish for the state she had worked herself into over a scrap of blue plastic. It was only the hall. Only the bookings and the flowers and Ken Sutton's spreadsheet.

Then she went up on her toes for the box off the top of the store cupboard, both arms stretched out full, and the blouse lifted away from her waist and the collar fell open, and she felt Colin Raby look.

He had the diary spread on the near table with a biro behind his ear. He had glanced up at the sound of her moving, the way anyone would, and then he had stopped. She got the box down and knew, without turning her head, the exact half second his eyes had spent where the button wasn't. She had always known it, since she was a girl — the small change in a room, a man going still while he worked out whether he'd been caught. Colin was fifty, ran the darts, had a wife who did the church brasses. He coloured deeply and looked hard at his diary and said, to it, that they would want the small hall for the whist as well as the big one, wouldn't they.

"They will," Ruth said. Her voice came out level. "I'll put you down for both."

And that was the moment to set the box on the counter and do herself up. Her hand went to it. It was the oldest move she had, older than her marriage. Do the button up, face front, let nobody see she'd felt it. Her fingers were at the fastening before she had thought about it at all.

She left it. She stood there with her thumb on the little disc of blue and left the collar open, because David had asked her to, and a warmth went up the whole length of her slowly, from the small of her back to the roots of her hair. It was not, whatever she'd have sworn to on any other day of her life, all of it shame. There was a quick heavy pull between her legs. Her nipples had gone tight against the blouse and she could have wept at her own body for it. She carried the box to the trestle and told herself off roundly for a fool and got on with the room, and she left it open the rest of the afternoon.

*He asked for this.* She thought it, setting the doilies out one to a saucer. *David wants these men looking at me right there. He's at his desk this minute with his columns of figures, wanting it.* Men had looked at her all her life and she had never once let one of them catch her knowing it. Her pulse was up in her throat. She went and stood by the urn where it was warm and told herself it was just the walk over that had chilled her, and underneath, low down, she was aching, and had been since the box came off the shelf.
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He was already in bed when she came up, on his back, the lamp low, not reading. Waiting, the way he waited now. He had waited every night that week. Since the night the thing came out of him in the dark, it had sat up in the bed between them, patient, and neither of them had touched it, and each of them had lain there every night knowing quite well it was there.

She got in beside him and turned the lamp down another notch and lay a minute looking straight up.

"I wore the blue," she said.

"I know. You looked lovely in it this morning."

"And I left the button open." She heard how small the words came out and could not make them any bigger. "The one you said."

He was quiet. Then, carefully, "Did anyone look?"

She could have said no. It would have been the work of a second, and it would have been a lie, and she found she'd no wish to tell him a lie about this. That frightened her nearly as badly as the thing itself.

"Colin Raby," she said. "The bookings man. I reached up for a box and he looked. Yes." She swallowed. "Went red as anything and stared at his diary after. It was nothing. He's a nice enough man."

"And you left it open." It was not quite a question. His voice had dropped low, and a thickness had come into it that she felt more than heard. "You could've done it up. You didn't."

"No."

"Why not."

"Because you asked me to leave it." She had never once managed to keep the truth back from him when he came at her straight, and the dark made it just about possible. She gave him the rest in as few words as she could find. "And because when he looked, something happened. In me. When I felt him do it." She turned her face away on the pillow. "I don't want to say the rest."

"Ruth." He came onto his side toward her. She could feel the heat of him down her arm. "What happened in you."

"Don't make me."

"I'm not making you do anything." But his hand had settled at her hip, over the nightdress, and it did not stay still. "I only want to hear it. What did it feel like."

So she told him. Slowly, into the dark, her face turned off him, the way he had told her his own thing a week before. When the man's eyes went to her she had felt her insides go loose and hot. She'd gone to do herself up out of forty years of habit and stopped her own hand and let him look instead. The letting was the part that did it, she said. The standing still and being seen and not making herself plain. Her legs had gone from under her and she'd had to hold the counter. She got it out in bits and pieces, mortified, and every bit of it was true. By the end she was breathing quick and shallow, and her hand had found the front of his pyjamas with no decision she could put her name to, and he was hard under it. And so, she understood with a fresh drop through her middle, was she. Wet through, and aching for it, in a way she could not remember being in her whole marriage from nothing but talk.

He drew the nightdress up over her head and dropped it off the side of the bed. His mouth found her tits. He sucked one nipple and then the other, and she arched up off the mattress with a moan she'd never made, and caught the back of it much too late. His hand slid slowly down between her legs and found how wet she was, and she heard the breath go out of him, ragged, at the state of her.

"Christ, Ruth." He said it into her skin. "You're soaking."

"Don't." She had a fist in his hair. "Don't say it."

"You are, though." Two fingers into her now, his thumb working her clit, and her hips lifted helplessly to meet his hand and would not be still. She was soaked, dripping onto his fingers, clenching around them. "You got wet in the hall today. A man looked at you and this is what it did."

"David…"

He went down the bed and put his mouth on her. She got both hands in his hair and pushed up into it before the shame could catch her, and his tongue went to her clit, slow and then not slow at all, and she was soaking against his mouth, gone, hips off the sheet, moaning filth she would never have owned by daylight. They had never done this, not like this, with the lamp burning and her thighs wide and her own voice going.

"Say it." He came back up over her, his mouth wet with her, and got his knees between hers. She felt the blunt heat of his cock against her cunt and reached down and put him where she wanted him, with no thought at all for how it looked. "Tell me what you want. Go on."

"You know what I want."

"I want to hear you say it." He pushed the head of him against her and held it there and would not give it. She was dripping for it, clenching on nothing. She pushed up and he drew back the inch, and her whole body pulled tight with the want. "Say the word. Just this once. For me."

And the word she'd never in her whole careful life said out loud, that her mother would have washed her mouth for, that she had winced at on the bus and off the mouths of men on scaffolding since she was thirteen, it came up out of her small and cracked and enormous, hardly a breath.

"Fuck me," she said. "*David.* Please. Fuck me."

He did. He slid the whole length of his cock into her at once, with a groan, and she gasped and took it and her nails went into his back. It was not the quiet careful thing under the sheets that their sex had been for years. He got a hand under her arse and tilted her up and fucked her, properly, wet and loud between them, the slap of his hips against her the only sound in the quiet room. She felt his cock work in and out of her, thick and blunt where she was slick and open, and she moved as she'd never let herself move.

The word was out now, and it had let other words out behind it. "Fuck me," she said again, wrecked, barely her own voice. "God, David, harder. Don't stop." Small filthy scraps kept coming up out of her that she'd have died before saying by day, and every one made her tighter and hotter and less her own.

And behind her shut eyes, with her husband's cock working in her and her own filthy mouth going, it was Colin Raby's face she saw. The tip of his head as he looked up. And then not only him but the whole low room of them, Ken and Bill and the darts men, every one turned in his chair, watching her, wanting her, watching her take it with nothing plain about her left at all. She did not chase the picture off; she was past that. She wanted them watching her. She wanted another man's eyes on her while she came, and the wanting was the filthiest thing in her, worse than the word, worse than any of it.

"They all looked at me," she heard herself tell him, in a rush she had no hold over. "In the hall. I wanted them to look. I wanted every one of them watching you fuck me."

He thickened and jerked in her at that. She felt it go into him deep. She came apart around him, her whole body clenching, gasping into his shoulder. God forgive her. Still going, still seeing the room of them watching her.

"Fuck." He said it flat and shocked, and went straight after her, throbbing, driving up and holding hard and spending himself. She felt the warm rush of his cum. She hooked her legs high over his and held him deep, and kept every drop of him where it was, the way a good wife did.

Then it was only the two of them again, breathing, damp, in the low light. He was heavy on her and she didn't shift him. Her heart was slamming and her face was wet and she had never in her life felt so far from plain.

"I let a man look at me today," she said into the dark, when she could, "and I liked it. I don't know what that makes me now." Her voice wobbled badly. "Don't tell me it's all right. I couldn't stand you telling me it's all right."

He didn't. He got his arm under her and drew her up onto his chest and held her there, hard, and pressed his mouth into her hair and kept it there. Neither of them said the thing was all right, and neither said it wasn't, and after a while, still full of him, she slept.
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Dawn had them round on the Friday, her and David and the Enderbys, and it was the good kind of evening, loud and warm. Marlon was out at the little barbecue in the cold with his coat on and a tea towel over one shoulder, swearing blind the coals would come good if they'd only leave him be. The men ended up out there with him under the security light, cans in hand, watching a bag of charcoal defeat him. The women stayed in the warm kitchen where the wine was. Dawn's kitchen at nine, with the bottle round twice, was as near as Ruth ever got to feeling like a girl again.

Marlon came through for the burgers, ducking the low bit of the door frame without breaking stride. He swept the whole tray up one-handed off the side, a bag of buns clamped under his other arm, and was gone again with a wink for the room. The back door banged. Dawn watched him go with her chin on her hand.

"I'll say this for him." She topped Ruth's glass up without asking. "He's easily the best-looking thing to volunteer at that hall in twenty years, and he hasn't the first idea, which is the only reason I can put up with being married to him." She said it to the whole kitchen, cheerfully, no edge on it. "You've seen him shift them tables. Four at a go, like they weigh nothing. It's honestly half the reason I still turn up to the committee."

The other women laughed, and Ruth laughed too, and the truth of it was that Marlon *was* a fine-looking man, big and easy and good-natured with it. She would have had to be dead not to have clocked it across a hall a hundred times over. In the ordinary run of things she'd have said the quick kind thing that shut it off. *He's a lovely man, Dawn, you're a lucky woman.*

She was a moment too slow to make it.

For that half second, the wine warm in her, she let herself picture it properly, as she never had before. Marlon's big hands. What another man built like that would be like on top of her. It pulled low and hard in her, a throb she'd no earthly right to, and was gone before she could be properly ashamed, and she took a quick swallow of wine on top of it.

Nothing anyone could have seen. A laugh held a touch too long, her glass up, and her not saying the thing that closed the door. No one in the kitchen noticed. But through the doorway, past the women, David was watching her. He had a can halfway to his mouth and the cold pouring in the open door at his shoulder, and he was looking straight at her, at the laugh she had not shut down. She felt his eyes go over her and felt herself colour and looked down into her wine. Dawn was already off onto Marlon's mother and the fuss over the christening cake, and nobody had seen it. Only the two of them. Only this time it was her own husband's eyes on her, and this time she'd put the thing there herself.
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They walked home the long way, round by the rec, because it was a clear cold night and neither of them had said out loud that they wanted the air to talk in. Their breath went up white under the streetlamps. David had her hand.

"You had a nice time," he said.

"I did. Dawn's daft." She squeezed his fingers. "It's good for you, that, getting out with Marlon. You don't do enough of it."

"He very nearly poisoned the six of us with a raw burger."

"He did not." But she was smiling. They walked on. She could feel him holding the thing back, the same as he had all week, and she knew that if she let the quiet run he would fill it in the end. She'd sooner get out ahead of him.

"Go on, then," she said. "Say it."

"Say what."

"Whatever it is you've been chewing on since the kitchen." She kept her voice light and her eyes on the pavement. "Marlon."

"You laughed."

"Everyone laughed, David. Dawn was being Dawn." She let the quiet run a moment. And then, because she could not seem to stop herself lately, because the button and the dark and her own filthy mouth had started something in her she couldn't put back now, she said it. "He's only a man. Don't make a meal of it." Then, lighter still, small, dropped into the cold and left there. "It's a nice thing to watch, mind, a big man carry a heavy thing about like it's empty. That's the whole of it. I don't know why you'd want to hear me say so."

She felt him go still beside her without breaking his stride. She felt the thing she had handed him go in and take hold. He didn't answer. He didn't need to. His hand had tightened hard on hers, and his breathing had changed on the quiet street, and she knew, with a small cold sureness that had nothing to do with the night, that she had done it on purpose. She had liked doing it. A week ago she could not have.

*He's only a man.* She had said it to shut the thing down, just as she'd said it of Sean on this same walk once before, easily, and meaning it, and it had been true back then. It wasn't true now. This time she'd said it to do the opposite, and she'd heard herself do it, and said it anyway. She held her husband's hand the rest of the way home and watched the damp coming up grey on the parked cars. She thought about the button, and the dark, and a burger tray carried one-handed through a warm kitchen. The wanting frightened her. How easily the lie had come frightened her worse.
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Prentice gave the senior desk to the Hartley boy on the Thursday. He told David after, in the corridor, one hand on his shoulder and his eyes already on the lift.

"You'll understand," he said. "Callum's got the newer tickets. The software side, all that. Firm's got to think ahead…" He squeezed the shoulder and let it go. "You're my rock, David. Steady as they come. I couldn't run the place without you at that desk, and you know it."

"Course," David muttered. "Makes sense."

He did see the sense in it. That was the worst of it. Callum Hartley was twenty-eight and quick and not a bad lad, and he'd be running that whole side of the firm inside two years, easily, while David stayed put at the same desk under the same strip light, doing the VAT returns he'd done for a decade. Steady. The rock. Bollocks to it. The man they couldn't run the place without and would never think to lift. He went back to his desk and looked at the columns a while without properly seeing them. Behind him the reception girls were making a fuss of Callum, and there was a warmth in it he'd never heard turned on himself, not there or anywhere he could bring to mind. He was thirty-six and he was furniture. He'd known that a good while. It only sat differently on him some days than others.

He worked on till gone six, because nobody was waiting on the returns and there was no rush to be anywhere. The office emptied slowly around him. Once, he caught himself watching Sandra from payroll shrug into her coat by the door, the wool pulling tight across her back as she reached round for the second sleeve. The thing came up in him low and unasked, at nothing at all. Sandra herself was nothing to him. Fifty, married, only a woman reaching for a coat. But underneath it, quick and present and filthy, sat the other thing. *Some other man watching her reach up like that. The arse she keeps under those long skirts, right there in front of him, and me the one who put him there to look.* The blood went to his cock, and he was half-hard at his own desk at gone six, over a woman he'd not have crossed the room for. He looked back at his screen. The figures wouldn't sit still for him. Furniture, with a head full of that, all day, in a grey office where nobody would ever have guessed.

He shut the machine down and drove home in the dark.
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He'd taken the appeal float on after the confession, and he saw the joke in it plainly, even as he did it. Ken Sutton had the takings coming out of his ears and no head at all for a column of figures, so David had said he'd square it. Now three evenings a week the kitchen table was his: the cash tin, the paying-in book, the long spreadsheet Ken kept in a lever-arch file gone soft at the corners.

He liked it. That was the plain truth. It gave his hands a job and kept his head off the office. Better than that, it laid the whole machinery of the hall out in front of him. The money, the jobs, the weeks left between now and the fair. And the rota. Dawn kept the rota, two sheets of A4 in her round hand, every weekend from now to August ruled off into who did what. Setting up. The teas. The big jumble the last weekend of the month, everything donated hauled out of the store and priced and laid on the trestles. Down one side, in a column he'd added himself, sat the jobs that fell to Sean. The outbuilding wiring, before they dared run the urn and a fryer off the one socket. The marquee man to be seen about. The store cleared right out, so a grown man could get at the fuses.

David sat with a mug going cold at his elbow and did the sum.

It was not a hard sum. Ruth did the teas and the setting up most weeks in any case. She'd have gone every weekend going, if they'd let her. All it took was a quiet word to Dawn. Stick Ruth on the sale, she's the only one who'll price a thing without giving it away. And that last weekend of the month would have his wife in that store from nine, and Sean in it clearing his path to the fuse box, and the two of them alone in a hall that wouldn't fill up until ten. An hour of it, easily. The dust and the dead bulbs and the two of them, and Sean the size of him, unhurried, asking nothing of her, and Ruth carrying him over a tea he'd not asked for and finding a reason to stop and drink her own. Another man alone with his wife for an hour, because David had put him there. He wrote her name carefully into the box. He told himself, with the pen still resting on the paper, that it was the appeal. That she priced well and the roof needed the money and it hardly came to anything. A name in a box, in Dawn's own handwriting.

Then he sat there with his cock gone stiff against the seam of his trousers under his own kitchen table, and knew precisely what he'd done, and to whom, and why. Aching with it over a paying-in book, and him thirty-six. He did not scratch the name out.

*He's twice my size, so big it's nearly a joke, and he doesn't even have to try.* The thought arrived flat and whole, present, there before he could head it off. Sean up a stepladder with the fallen guttering easy in his big hands. Sean saying her name and precious little else. Ruth had said it herself that first Sunday, walking home. *He doesn't say much, does he.* David had clocked even then the small warmth she'd hung on the *does he*. *He'll have her to himself Saturday morning and never once lay a hand on her. He won't have to.* And he sat with that, hard again at his own table with the cash tin open, hot with it. He'd chosen the man before he knew he was choosing. He'd chosen him over a leaking gutter, with a bucket catching the drip.

He heard Ruth on the stairs. He turned the rota face-down before he'd decided to, the old reflex, then felt foolish and turned it back over.

She came in in her dressing gown, her hair down for the night. She stood behind his chair and put her hands on his shoulders and looked over him at the sheet, and he felt her go still when she saw what it was.

"You're at the fair already," she said.

"Somebody has to be." He could smell the soap on her, and feel her tits soft against the back of his shoulder through the thin gown. Even with her hands warm on him, warm and his, his head was already in that empty hall, watching her cross it to where Sean worked. "Ken's handed me a file held shut with a rubber band and a prayer."

"That's Ken." Her thumbs moved slowly on the knot at the top of his spine, not thinking about it. Then, lightly, her eyes travelling down the page: "You've put me on the haul."

"Dawn put you on it. You're the only one who won't sell a Doulton dinner service for fifty pence."

"Mm." Her hands went still on him. He didn't turn round. She'd read it, quick and quiet and folded off without a word, and she'd know full well who else was down for the day, because she knew that rota better than Dawn did herself. The kitchen held still around the pair of them. The fridge hummed and clicked itself off.

"It's a lot of lifting," she said finally. Mild as milk. "That store."

"Sean's clearing it. For the fuse box." He kept his eyes down on the figures and his voice on nothing much. "You'll not be shifting the heavy stuff."

"No," she said. "I don't suppose I will."

She left her hands on him a moment longer, then bent and kissed the top of his head, easily, as she would on any ordinary night, and said she was off up, did he want the lamp left on. On the face of it that was the whole of it. A wife saying goodnight to a husband over his paperwork. But she'd laid those five mild words down into the quiet like a coin set on a counter, and she'd known exactly what they bought, and she'd set them down and gone up to bed regardless. He sat on with the rota and the cold tea and the ache still in him, and thought, not for the first time, that he no longer had the smallest idea which of the two of them was doing this to the other.

[image: ]


He came home early on the Wednesday, half four, because Prentice had gone off to a client and there seemed little point sitting on under the strip light being the bloody rock. He'd had a small plan for the empty house, if he was honest. To sit in it alone a while with the thing, and let his head go where it went, without having to hold his face straight over it. The house would be dark. Ruth had the lunch club on a Tuesday, the flowers, the hall the rest of the week, and Wednesday afternoons she was nearly always out at one or another of them.

Her mother's little Corsa sat squarely across the end of his drive.

The sight of it stopped him cold, before he'd even got the handbrake on. Not guilt, quite — the jump of a man caught out where he'd thought himself alone. He sat a moment and looked at the little car, at the disabled badge Jean didn't strictly need but kept anyway, at the crocheted cushion on the back shelf. Then he got hold of his face and went in.

They were at his table with the good cups out. Jean had the flower rota spread between them, because of course she had. The whole bloody town ran on rotas, and every last one of them put his wife somewhere. There was a plate of the ginger biscuits Ruth kept in for her mother's visits. The pair of them looked up at him coming in, and for one bad half-second her rota and his were the same sheet of paper, and he'd walked in on the working-out of the exact thing he did at that table in the dark.

"You're early," Ruth said. She had colour up. She'd have put it down to the tea.

"Prentice buggered off to a client." He set his bag down. "Jean. This is a treat."

"I won't stop." Jean never won't-stopped; she'd be there an hour yet, comfortably. She looked him over, taking her stock as she always did, and whatever she totted up seemed to please her, which made it worse, if anything. "You're looking well, David, I'll say that for you. Better than you were. Pauline had you half in the ground a fortnight ago."

"Pauline should charge for the service."

"She would, if she thought she'd get it." Jean allowed him the ghost of a smile and turned it warmly on her daughter. "I was only saying to Ruth, you've a bit of colour back about you as well, love. The both of you have. I don't know what she's feeding you, but you keep her at it."

"It's the fair coming," Ruth said, evenly, her eyes on the biscuits. "It's busy. That's all it is."

"Well." Jean moved on then, off onto the pedestal and whether they'd have the lilies in by the Saturday. David made the tea nobody wanted and stood at the sink with his back to the both of them while the kettle came up. He looked out at the car across his drive. And with his mother-in-law sat six feet behind him talking lilies, there it was, quiet and complete and entirely calm. *I have put her in a room alone with him. I wrote it in a box in Dawn's hand. This woman raised her to be too good to say no to a thing her husband asks of her. I'm the husband. I asked. And I want to watch her let him.* The kettle clicked off. His hands were steady on the cups. He carried the tea through and was pleasant, and Jean stopped her hour, and not a single thing showed on any of the three of them that anyone could have named.
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Church on the Sunday was Reverend Ash on the loaves and the fishes, with Ruth beside him and the hymn book open, her hymn-voice thin and true under the organ. He heard next to none of it. He was watching, sidelong, what she'd chosen to put on for it.

She'd not worn the blue since her mother had it off her back, and she'd hardly chance it in Jean's own pew. But nor was it the grey sack of a thing she'd have reached for a month ago. It was a soft dark dress he'd half-forgotten she owned, that sat closer to her than her Sunday things did, and she'd left her hair up but looser about the neck, a strand or two down. There was a colour to her mouth that might have been the cold and might not. The dark cloth took her waist and moved with her when she rose for the hymn, and two pews back a man David half-knew let his eyes go to her and was slow bringing them back. Men looked at her in church now, and she had dressed for it. *Sean gets this Saturday. Not the grey. This.* He sat there hard in a pew for the second Sunday running, and bent his head over the hymn book. She'd left the grey at home and put this on instead. She'd not have said who for. She'd not have needed to.

He knew perfectly well whose eyes she had in mind for the hall. He'd written the name into the box himself.

They walked home the long way, round by the rec, her arm through his, their breath going up white ahead of them. The Memorial Hall sat at the far end with the appeal poster gone soft in its window and Sean's braced guttering still holding above it.

"Big Saturday coming," he said.

"The jumble. Don't." But she said it lightly, with a laugh under it. "Dawn reckons we'll clear it, if the weather holds. The roof, I mean. The whole lot, in one go."

"You'll be at it from nine."

"Before, if Ken has his way." She walked on a few paces. "You're doing the float."

"I'm doing the float." He watched the side of her face and got his own voice ready. This was the part he'd turned over all week, and now it was on him he could barely find the breath to carry it. He made it come out ordinary. Just a husband minding his wife's comfort. "Do the jumble. Stop on for it. And if it buckets down like they're threatening, and Sean offers to run you home in the van, take it. I don't like you walking back soaked through. It's half an hour in the wet."

She didn't stop walking. She didn't turn her head. But he felt the whole of her take it in. He felt it go into her, small and covered, exactly as the open button had, as her five mild words over the rota had, a thing said plainly on the surface with the other thing folded up tight inside it, where only the two of them would ever go looking. *Ten minutes in a van with the rain coming down. Another man's hand on the gearstick and my wife's knee a foot off it, and not a soul to see them.*

"It's ten minutes in a van, David…" she murmured, nearly amused, making light of it the same as she made light of everything. "Not a weekend away."

"I know what it is."

"Do you." She said it to the pavement, and there was the smallest smile at the edge of it. She pulled her arm closer through his and walked him on. "All right, then. If it rains. If he offers. I'll not tramp home like a drowned cat just to spare your feelings." A few more paces, the rec going grey and damp alongside them. "You're a strange man, David Coyle. Fretting over me getting wet."

"That's me," he said. "Born worrier."

She laughed at that, low, and leaned into his side, and it had cost her not a thing. That was what got him, walking his own wife home under the streetlamps with all of it agreed between them in ten words that neither had needed to finish. He'd braced himself all week to talk her round. He'd have talked for an hour, gladly. She'd said yes in the time it took to cross the rec, easy as a woman taking a lift off a neighbour, and gone straight back to teasing him over his feelings. It put a chill in him, how little it had taken her. He'd taken this for a door he was working open by inches, only as far as he chose and no wider. He walked the last of the way home with her arm in his and understood, plainly, that she was already through it. That she had been for a while. And that she was only waiting, kindly, for him to catch her up.
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"You'll want both arms for that one," Sean said. He tipped the tea chest so she could get them under it. "It's books the whole way down. Somebody's given us a shelf of Reader's Digests going back to about the Coronation."

"Somebody always does." Ruth took the weight of it off the crate. It was heavier than it looked, the way of books, and she got it up against her and carried it to the trestle without letting on what it cost her. "You get four boxes a jumble, and the same four come back the next time, because nobody on God's earth will pay for them and nobody can bring themselves to bin them either."

"That's the whole hall in a sentence." He was down on his knees in the store cupboard, passing boxes out one at a time, sleeves shoved back, working through a winter of donations somebody had stacked to the ceiling. "Everything in here's too good to throw and no good to keep. Present company excepted."

She marked the books up at ten pence and twenty and mostly didn't look at the back of him where he knelt. It had gone nine and the hall was cold still, the urn only just coming up. It was the two of them, and old Ken pinning a WHITE ELEPHANT card to the far table, and Dawn not in yet. Every so often he stood a box out where she could reach it and named what was in it, and she sorted and priced and laid it out, and it went along easy and quiet, with a man who doesn't need talking to.

He shifted the heavy things without being asked and without making a show of it. A box of some dead woman's crockery that Ruth couldn't have got off the floor, he had up and onto the table one-handed, steadied against his chest, as though the weight were nothing to him. She was aware of it. She'd have been aware of it in a man half his size. It was only that there was such a lot of him to be aware of, folded down into that cupboard, filling the low doorway when he stood. She sorted the Reader's Digests and thought about nothing, firmly.

"You're on the sale today, then," he said. "Not the teas."

"Dawn's decided I'm the only one who won't let it all go for coppers." She squared a run of paperbacks. "I priced a Doulton tureen at four pound last spring and she's never once let me forget I could've had eight for it."

"Could you, though?"

"Off Enid Marsh? She'd have talked me down to three and told the whole street I'd robbed her." That got the flat huff out of him. The daft little pleasure of it warmed her, and she was cross with herself for the second time before half nine, and bent to the next box.

Dawn came in at ten with the float tin, the doors opened, and after that there was no room in the day for anything but the day. Ruth worked the sale table three hours, telling women who'd known her since she was small that no, she couldn't do it for fifty, it was for the roof, and it filled her right up so there was no space left over. Somewhere behind all of it Sean came and went with a ladder and a coil of flex, and she never once looked for him, and knew each time roughly where in the hall he was.

It had gone four and greying off and half cleared away when the rain came. It came hard and straight down, and the last of the buyers ran for their cars with newspapers over their heads. Ruth bagged the coppers and squared the unsold books back into their chest, and got her coat on to walk it, and knew she'd be soaked to the skin before the corner.

"I'm going your way." Sean had his keys in his hand. He'd got the roller door down on the outbuilding, the flex over one shoulder, and he stood pulling the porch door to against the wet, not looking at her especially, saying it to the rain more than to her. "Van's round the side. I'll run you up, save you drowning."

She thought of David on the walk back from church. *If it buckets down, and Sean offers, take it.* She thought of it plainly, standing there, and knew exactly what she was agreeing to, and heard herself agree to it in the same easy voice she'd have used on any neighbour with a dry car.

"You're sure it's no trouble."

"It's on my way. I've said." He held the door. "Come on. Before it gets worse."
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The van was an old high white thing that smelled of sawdust and cold metal and, under that, of him. He shifted a bag of tools off the passenger seat before she got up, put the heater on, and it laboured and then blew warm round her wet ankles and ticked as it went. The rain came down so hard on the cab roof they'd have had to raise their voices, so mostly they didn't talk. He pulled out onto the empty road and drove her up through the town the careful way a big man drives a van he's had for years, one wrist over the wheel, in no hurry.

It was ten minutes. Nothing happened in it.

She sat with her handbag on her knees and her hands folded on it and watched the wipers go. She was more aware of the inside of that cab than she'd been of anywhere in a long while. The size of him behind the wheel, near enough that his coat sleeve came a hand's width off hers each time he changed down. His hand coming off the wheel to rest on the gear lever, big and square, marked at the knuckles with the day's work, a foot from her knee, going nowhere. The warm coming up. The sawdust and the man. He said the roof would hold the winter now they'd cleared the guttering, and she said that was good, that was a weight off Ken, and that was very nearly the whole of what got said.

And her body, which she'd spent a week or two learning she could no longer trust, did the thing she was learning it did. It did it over nothing at all. Over a big hand at rest a foot off her, going nowhere. Over ten wet minutes and the warm and the nearness of a man who wasn't touching her and plainly wasn't going to. A warmth came up low in her and settled and would not settle. There was an ache under it, dull and heavy, low in her belly and lower, and she shifted once in the seat and it did no good. She looked at his hand where it lay, big and still, the little gap of empty seat between it and her knee. *Move it. Go on. A few inches. Nobody would ever know.* The thought came up whole and unasked, and she went hot to the roots of her hair, and pressed her knees together hard against the wanting of it. She was wet. She could feel that she was, sitting in a van in the rain over nothing, and the shame of it came up hot and did not put it out but the opposite. She'd given up, these past weeks, being able to tell the shame and the wanting apart. They came up the same heat now, out of the same place, and she sat in the both of them the length of the town, her face to the window so he'd not catch what was on it.

He turned into her road and pulled up short of the house without her asking, at the dark end where the streetlamp had gone. Whether he'd thought about that she couldn't have said, and wondering whether he had was worse than either. He put the handbrake on. The rain drummed. His hand came back to the wheel, and she watched it go, and something dropped in her, daft and small, at losing a thing she'd never had the right to want.

"There you are, then," he said. "Dry as you'll manage tonight."

"Thank you, Sean. Really. I'd have been wrung out." She got hold of the door handle and made herself say the ordinary thing, and it came out steadily, which she was grateful for. "You're good to think of it."

"Ruth." He said it low, looking out through the wet windscreen at the road and not at her, and it was only her name and it went through her from her neck to the base of her spine. Then, "Get in out of it," easily. She got down into the rain and ran the last of it up the path with her coat over her head, and heard the van pull off behind her before she'd got the key in the door.
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David was at the kitchen table with the cash tin and the paying-in book. He looked up when she came in wet and pink from the run, and something went over his face that she'd have missed a month ago and didn't miss now.

"Good day?"

"We cleared it." She hung her coat dripping over a chair-back. "The roof. Every penny, near enough, once Ken's counted twice and found the tenner he'll have dropped. Dawn cried. Actually cried, over a roof."

"And you walked home in that?"

"I didn't." She had her back to him at the sink, filling the kettle she didn't want, because her hands wanted a job to be at. "Sean ran me up in the van. It came down like stair-rods just as we were clearing off." She said it lightly, to the window, and heard how the name sat in the quiet kitchen after she'd set it down. "Ten minutes. He wouldn't see me drowned."

Behind her, David said nothing for a moment. She heard him put the pen down.

"Come here," he said. "Leave that."

She left the kettle. She dried her hands slowly on the towel and turned round. He was looking at her from the table with the tin open in front of him, his face gone careful and low, and she knew the evening had turned and that the thing they did was going to be done. It frightened her, how badly she'd come to want the doing of it.

"Tell me about the van."

"There's nothing to tell. It was ten minutes." She sat down across from him, because her legs had that going in them again. "He put the heater on and drove me up the town and let me out at the corner. Nothing happened, David."

"I didn't ask what happened." His voice had dropped into the register it went to now. "I asked what it was like, in there with him. You've the same look on you you had after the hall. So it wasn't nothing, was it."

"You'll think I'm..." She stopped, and turned her wedding ring once on her finger under the table where he couldn't see. "It's mortifying, is all it is."

"I know." Gently. "Tell me anyway."

So she told him. Upstairs in the end, because she couldn't get it out across a kitchen table with the strip light on. He took her up and put the lamp low. He got her out of her damp things and into the bed, and there in the dark, her face against his shoulder where she didn't have to be seen, she said it. That nothing had happened, and she kept saying so, because it was true. He was big, Sean. You couldn't sit in a cab beside a man that size and not know it. His hand had come off the wheel onto the gearstick a foot from her knee and stayed there, and she'd looked at it the whole way. And she'd sat in the warm and got wet through over a man's hand that never once moved. Over nothing. Over the smell of the sawdust and the sheer size of the man.

"I could feel it happening to me," she said, wretched, into his neck. "And I couldn't make it stop. What sort of a woman does that, David. Sat in the wet in her good coat, getting..."

"Say it."

"Wet." The word came out small. "I got wet. Over his hand not even touching me. There. Are you satisfied."

"Jesus, Ruth." His voice had gone thick, his hand already moving on her, down her side and over her hip. She could feel him hard against her thigh, and had been able to since she'd said Sean was big. His hand went down between her legs and found her cunt, and she was still wet, she'd been wet since the town, and the breath went ragged out of him at the feel of it. "You're soaking. Still. All this time home. You want his cock, don't you."

"Don't say it."

"You got this wet over another man's hand not touching you." He wasn't asking. His fingers found her clit and worked it slowly, and her hips came up off the bed to meet them and would not keep still. "Say it. Did you want his hand on your knee. Did you want him to move it up."

"Yes." It broke out of her before the shame could catch it, and the saying of it made her clench round his fingers, wet and shaming and past stopping. "God. Yes. I wanted his hand on me. I didn't want him to and I wanted it, both, I don't... David..."

"Fuck." He said it low and wrecked into her hair. Then he kissed her hard, to stop the words or because he couldn't help it, and she went into it with a cracked little noise she'd not have owned a month back. He lay himself back against the pillows and drew her up over him by the shoulders, and she knew before his hands had finished what he'd have her do. The thing they did was in the room now, bigger each time than the last.

"Come here," he said, low. "I want your mouth."

She went where his hands took her, mortified and hot with it, down the length of him, until she was knelt over his hips with her hair falling loose about her face and his cock hard against her cheek. A good wife had never once let herself be asked for this. She did it because he asked.

She took him in her mouth. She'd done this much before, rarely, quickly, a kindness given in the dark and never spoken of after. She'd never done it like this, with the lamp burning and his hand gathering her loose hair back off her face so he could watch, made a slow proper thing of. She worked her mouth down his cock and heard him groan, a low broken sound she'd pulled out of him, and moaned herself, around him, at having done it, hot and shameful and lovely all at once.

"That's it. Fuck, that's it. Suck it." His hand lay in her hair, not pushing, only there, heavy against the back of her head. "Take a bit more. Go on, love. Suck my dick right down, as far as you can get it."

She tried. She pushed herself down onto his cock, further than she ever had, wanting suddenly and badly to take the whole of him. And he was only David, an ordinary man, not a big one at all, and she couldn't. The head of him nudged the back of her throat and her body shut against it and she gagged and had to come up, gasping, her eyes running, a thread of wet breaking off the tip of his cock.

"Jesus." He said it softly, watching her. His thumb wiped under her eye. "You don't have to. Easy."

"I want to." And she did, that was the mad thing of it, she wanted to and couldn't. She got her breath and went back down and made it a little further before her throat closed and she gagged again and came up furious with herself. She couldn't take all of her own husband. And in under the trying, unbidden, riding in on the feel of his cock thick against the back of her mouth, the thought came up whole and present. *He's bigger than this. Sean's a good deal bigger, and I'd not get the half of him down. He'd be too much for me.* God forgive her. It went low and hot in her, dreadful with it, knelt over David with her mouth full of him and another man's size loose in her head, and her own cunt clenched hard at it, wet and helpless, and she hated that it did and could not stop it. The sound that came out of her round his cock was half a sob and half a moan. She didn't chase the thought away; she was long past being able to.

She sucked him with her mouth and her fist together, as much of his cock as she could take and her hand round the rest, slick running down over her knuckles. She was soaked herself, aching, dripping onto the sheet between her own knees at nothing but the filth of what she was doing. He let her, watching the whole time, his hand gentle in her hair, his breath coming shorter, until she felt him start to tighten and swell against her tongue.

"Ruth. Fuck. I'm going to cum." His hand tensed, not pulling, only asking. "In your mouth. Let me. Go on, just..."

And there it was. The last thing. The plain low wall she'd not known was still standing until she came up hard against it. A good wife didn't. Some voice said so, her mother's or God's or only her own from before all this, that a good wife did not take a man's cum in her mouth and swallow it down like a. She came up off his cock quickly, before it could happen, and finished him with her fist instead, her hand working tight and fast over the wet of him, her mouth turned away against his hip. He spilled hot over her knuckles with a groan, jerking, his hand loose in her hair.

"Not that," she said, low, not looking up. "I can't. Not that, David. Anything but that."

"All right." His hand had gone soft in her hair. "All right, love. Come here to me."

He drew her up the bed and got over her, and she reached down and took hold of his cock and put it where she wanted it and guided him into her cunt, the way that was theirs. It was a plain relief after her mouth. The whole of him where she could take the whole of him, slick and easy and known. She wrapped her legs up round him and moved with him, and he fucked her slowly and then not slow at all, his cock working deep, and the wet of it went loud between them now, a slick sound on every stroke back in.

"That's my girl," he groaned into her hair. "Fuck. Ruth."

He came again like that, deep in her, holding hard and shaking helplessly, and she felt the hot pulse of his cum go into her. She held him in with her heels, deep, and kept him there, the way she had done before. The way a good wife did.

After, he was heavy on her in the dark and neither of them moved. Her face was still wet, from the gagging and the rest of it, and she lay under the weight of him and got her breath back slowly.

"You didn't have to stop," he said, at last, quietly. "The mouth. I'd not have minded, either road. You know that."

"I know." She did know, and she turned it over, staring past his shoulder at the dark. He'd not have minded. He'd have taken it as gladly as anything else she'd given him lately, gladder. It wasn't for David she'd stopped at all. "Leave it. I'm all right."

He left it. He got his arm under her and drew her onto his chest, and she lay there full of him and let herself be held, her heart still going hard.

But long after his breathing had gone slow and even under her ear, she lay awake with it. She could still taste him faintly on her tongue. She could still feel herself pulling off him gagging, wet-eyed, unable to take her own husband down. And behind that, worse, the other thing. The size that wasn't David's, that had come up in her head of its own accord and that she had not, God help her, sent away again. She'd held one wall tonight. The last plain thing, the one she'd shut her mouth against and turned her face from. *A good wife doesn't.* She'd told herself that, coming up off him, and it was a lie, and she'd known it for one even as she pulled away. It hadn't been her goodness that stopped her mouth. It was that she'd so little left now that was only the old careful her, the woman from before the button and the dark and the van, and she'd wanted to keep one last thing back a while longer. She lay in the dark with her husband asleep beneath her cheek, and wondered, honestly, how much longer she'd want to.
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Ken Sutton read the question out twice and got it worse the second time than the first, and half the hall bawled the answer at him before he'd finished, which was how the quiz went at the Memorial every year and always would.

"For your five points," Ken said, holding the card off at arm's length where he could see it, "in what year did, no, hang on." He fished his glasses up onto his nose. "In what year was the Battle of Hastings."

"Ten sixty-six," Marlon boomed across the whole room before Ken had got the card down, and got a laugh and a warning finger off Dawn, who was writing it on their sheet regardless in her big round hand. "What. He asked."

"He asked the room in general, you great lummox. You've handed it to the darts men." Dawn leaned in over the answer sheet and dropped her voice for the six of them, which meant it carried three tables. "Right. Nobody look. But Colin Raby's had his phone under the cloth since round two, I've watched him do it twice, and if we lose to a man cheating off Google I shall stand up and say so into the microphone."

"You can't prove it," David said.

"I don't need to prove it. I'm a woman of faith." Dawn topped up her own wine and then Ruth's without asking either of them. "Ruth, love, you're on the pictures. I can't tell one bald footballer from the next."

The picture round came round on its photocopied sheet, twelve faces gone grey and smeared in the copying, and they slid it across to Ruth, because it was hers by right. She'd won them that round two years running. She pulled it in front of her and got her head down over it with a pencil. David sat and watched her do it, the way he watched most things she did lately, from a foot away and a long way off at once.

She had a colour up already from the wine and the warm room, and she'd done something to herself for tonight she'd not have owned to doing. It was a dark green dress he knew, one that sat closer than her weekday things, her hair up but not pinned so hard as for church, a bit of colour worked into her mouth. Nothing her mother could have laid a hand on. But she looked, sitting there frowning over a smudged photo of somebody off the television, better than any woman in the hall had a right to on a Friday over a raffle and a warm white wine. He was not the only one who'd clocked it. He'd caught two men at it already. He kept a private count of that now, God help him, and had done for weeks. *Half the room's watched her cross this hall tonight and wanted her and put it quietly away. None of them knows the first thing about her.*

His cock had stiffened again, the plain low ache he got at nothing these weeks. He shifted on the hard chair and put his mind back on the quiz.

Christ.

"That one's the weatherman," she said quietly, tapping the third face. "The Welsh one. And this is, David, is this the snooker player your dad liked. With the glasses."

"Dennis Taylor."

"Dennis Taylor." She wrote it in her small neat hand. "And I know the last one and it won't come. She does the baking programme, the cross one."

"Write down cross baking woman," Marlon said. "Ken'll allow it. Ken's allowed worse."

"I will not write that down."

"You wound me, Ruth. In front of my own wife."

Ruth laughed at that properly, her hand going up over her mouth and coming down again. For a moment she was only a woman laughing at a daft man in a warm hall, quick and bright and not minding herself at all. It caught him off guard, how much he wanted her right then. She was happiest here. He'd always known it. A room full of people she was good to, being useful and being liked, and a picture round she was quietly going to win. He loved her so plainly in that minute it near shut his throat. And under the loving, out of the same place and at the same time, was the other thing, and he'd stopped trying to hold the two of them apart.

Because he was also, sitting there with his pint gone warm, thinking that not one soul at the darts table or the bar or anywhere in the bright loud roomful of them had the first idea. That his good wife, quick over her pictures with the colour up, had knelt over him barely a week since with her mouth full of his cock and gagged trying to take more. That she'd sat in a van and gone wet over a hand that never touched her, and told him so afterwards in the dark. He looked slowly round the hall at the lot of them not knowing it, and he felt himself thicken where he sat, and he took a mouthful of the pint to have a use for his face.

Sean was on the hatch.
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He'd been on it all night, in and out of the little kitchen where Ruth did the teas on a Tuesday, pulling cans out of a crate and turning the raffle drum and keeping the urn going for them as wanted tea over the bar. He was never on a team. The caretaker didn't play; he'd carried the tables out that afternoon and would stack them again after everyone had gone home warm, and quiz night ran at all because of that. Behind the counter he stood in a clean shirt with his sleeves turned back, serving the whole room its drinks and saying next to nothing to anybody.

David watched Ruth go up to him at the half.

She'd offered to lend a hand with the teas, naturally, because a queue had built at the bar while Sean did the tickets, and she could no more sit and watch it grow than leave a poster crooked. She went round the back of the hatch into the kitchen, where he knew every board of the floor. She put the second urn on and started pulling teas, and the two of them worked the bar together for ten minutes, in front of the whole committee and half the town. It was the most ordinary thing in the world, and David could barely take his eyes off it.

He couldn't hear them over Ken and the microphone. He watched. Sean said something to her, briefly, not turning his head from the tickets he was tearing. Ruth said something back with a plate of prizes half lifted in her hands. Sean shook his head once and plainly, telling her to leave it, he had it, giving her nothing to lean on, the same as he withheld from everybody. Ruth set the plate down where she wanted it anyway and said a last thing that got a short laugh out of him, there and gone. Then she came back round the counter and down the length of the room, a tray of teas for the old folk who didn't drink held out in front of her. The green dress moved over her arse as she came. Bill Hollis's eyes went to her plainly and dropped back to his beer, and she never once saw it, or never let it show. *Sean had her the whole of Saturday. Now he's watched her move through his hall got up like that and said no thanks to a plate off her. Twice inside a week. And it's doing more to me than another man's hands on her ever could.* David's cock gave a dull throb under the table. He quietly drank the flat pint down.

*He had her to himself an hour on Saturday and never laid a finger on her, and here he is doing it again in front of the lot of us. In a clean shirt, in his own hall, saying no thanks to my wife over a plate of biscuits.* It came up whole and hot, and left him half hard at a trestle table with a prize draw going on, which was no state to be in. He'd chosen the man. He kept choosing him. Sean stood behind the bar not pushing, and the not-pushing was the thing David had picked him for. He sat with his flat pint and his stiff cock and watched his wife hand a cup of tea to Mrs Enderby and get told she was a good girl.

"You've gone quiet," Ruth said, sitting back down beside him, her thigh warm against his under the table. "Are you sulking because I did the teas?"

"I'm not sulking."

"You've got your sulking face on."

"I've got my counting face. Somebody at this table has to keep an eye on the darts men." He put his arm along the back of her chair and she leaned into it without thinking, and across the hall Colin Raby's phone went back under the cloth. "Your Sean all right on the bar. Big queue there a minute since."

"He's not my Sean." She said it lightly, reaching for her wine, and it was gone almost before it landed, a small correction dropped in and smoothed flat. "He's fine. He never wants a hand and I gave him one regardless. He'll manage." She looked at the picture sheet again. "It's Mary Berry. That's the one. I've got her."

"Write it down before Marlon says the other thing."

"I heard that," Marlon said.

[image: ]


They won the pictures and lost the general knowledge to the darts men, and Dawn stood up as promised on the tie-break and announced into the general noise that some tables had been on their phones, naming no names, looking dead at Colin Raby. The whole hall booed and Colin went the deep colour he'd gone in the store cupboard over a box and denied it laughing, and Ken awarded the tie-break to Ada Pryce's table out of plain cowardice. The raffle went round. Marlon won a bottle of Baileys and a car-wash voucher, and gave it straight over to Ruth, who'd not won a thing. A woman who did the teas every Tuesday of her life, he said solemnly, shouldn't be let go home empty-handed. Dawn said careful, Marlon, and the table laughed. It was, David thought, watching it, about as good a night as the hall had had in years. The roof was on. The money was in. The pressure had gone off the whole room the week before and left them all loose and daft and fond of each other. His wife sat in the thick of it with a drink she didn't want and a laugh she wasn't minding. Lit up, wanted by everybody in the plainest and most harmless of ways, and by one man in a way that was neither.

They said their goodnights near enough eleven. Sean was stacking chairs at the far end already, working through them four at a time. Ruth called goodnight to him across the hall, the same as she called it to Ken and Dawn and the Enderbys, and Sean said, "Night, Ruth," plainly, from behind a stack of chairs, and turned back to them. They went out into the cold.
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It had turned cold while they were inside. The rec lay grey and damp underfoot and the parked cars had filmed over silver, and their breath came up ahead of them in the streetlight as they walked, her arm through his, the carrier swinging off her other hand. She was warm against his side and a little loose from the wine, humming something quietly, done in and happy, and David walked her home over the wet grass and could not leave the thing alone.

"He never once asks you for anything," he said. "Sean. He had you back of that hatch a full half hour and never asked you for so much as the tea you brought him."

"That's Sean." She didn't break stride. "He'd not ask for water in a fire."

"I like watching it." He heard himself say it and carried on, because they'd got past the streetlamp into the dark stretch by the rec fence, where it was easier. "You going to him. Him saying no, he's grand, and you doing it anyway. I could have watched it all night. I very nearly did."

"David." It wasn't a warning, only a quiet, and she said it low. She knew this ground now.

"I've said it badly before. That first time, in the dark, I said all of it clever and sideways, half sick with it. I don't think I ever gave you the plain of it." He kept his eyes ahead on the wet path and made himself give her the plain of it. "I want to watch him have you. Sean. In a room, with me there, his hands on you and you letting him, and me seeing every bit of it, and you still coming home mine after. That's the whole of it, said straight. It's him I picked. I've been picking him for weeks. You know I have."

She was quiet a long way, their steps loud on the hard grass, the bottle knocking softly against her leg.

"I know," she said finally, low. "I've known which man you meant since before you said his name to me. Since the van, I should think. Longer than that." A breath went up white. "You needn't have fretted I'd not worked it out."

And there it was, said clean between the two of them at last, the man named on both sides. David waited for the want to come up the way it always did, hot and certain, and for one bad second it didn't come at all. What came instead, whole and cold and out of nowhere, was Sean's hands actually on her. It wasn't the safe idea of it a foot off any more. It was the man's real hands, that David had watched put a length of guttering back up one-handed, laid on his wife's real skin. Her face doing the thing it did, close up, for another man. And David stood off in the corner of the room and made himself watch it happen, unable to stop it happening, because he'd gone and asked for it. It came up cold as the ground and his stomach went over with it. For that second, honestly, he could not stand it. He wanted badly to shove the whole thing back into the dark it had come out of and never say the man's name aloud again as long as he lived.

Then it passed. It passed and the want came up under it, harder for the fright, hotter and more shaming than it had ever been. He'd scared himself half off it, and it had come straight back at him twice the size. But it had been there. The cold second. He'd felt the floor of it give under him. He walked the rest of the wet path with his wife on his arm and knew he'd not felt the last of it, and he pushed it down hard, and he did not tell her.

"You've gone quiet again," Ruth said, at their own gate.

"Cold," he said. "Come in the warm."
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She set the Baileys on the side and slid the ring off her finger into the little dish on the nightstand, unasked, as she did on these nights now. David watched, and heard his own breath go out of him at the small gold clink of it going down. She stood there in the green dress with her hair coming loose from the cold and the wine, her ring off, waiting to be told, and the whole cold moment on the rec was gone clean out of him. There was nothing left in the low-lit room but the want.

"Come here," he said.

She came. He got his hands on her and got her out of the green dress, and it went off her easier than the things she wore by day, up over her head and gone. She stood in her bra and her slip in the lamplight and let him look at her, which she'd not have done a month back. He reached round and got the bra off her. Her tits came free of it heavy and full, her nipples going tight and dark as the cool air found them, and he took the soft weight of them in both hands and she moaned low and helplessly and pushed into his palms. He put his mouth to one nipple and then the other and sucked slowly until she had a fist in his hair and her breath came short and her skin had gone flushed and warm right down to her chest.

"Up on the bed," he said, low, against her skin. "Top end. Sit yourself up against the pillows."

She went. She settled up against the headboard with the lamp full on her, mortified and wanting it both at once, her cheeks gone a deep pink, her tits heavy and flushed where his mouth had been. She watched him get his own things off with her lower lip caught under her teeth. His cock came out hard and throbbing, already slick at the tip, a bead of precum standing on it, and he saw her look at it and look away and look back. He got up onto the bed and knelt over her, close, and laid his cock down against the warm skin between her breasts.

"David." She knew now what he was after. Her hands had come up to his hips without her telling them to. "I've never. You'll have to show me how you want it."

"Get your tits round my cock." His voice had gone right down. He wrapped his own hand over hers and moved it. "Push them up round me. Like that. Christ. Just like that."

She did exactly as he told her. She got her hands under her own tits and pushed them up and together round the length of him, soft and full and warm, and the precum at the tip of him smeared over her skin as he pushed up into the cleft she'd made. He heard the breath catch in her at the feel of it, at the hard throbbing state of him, at what she was doing. He gathered spit and let it fall coarsely down between her tits to ease the way. She gasped at that, and then made a wholly different noise when it worked and he slid easier, his cock dragging slick up between her breasts, the head of it nudging up near her chin on the stroke.

"Look at you," he said thickly. "Fuck. Look at you doing that."

"Don't watch me doing it."

"I'm going to watch you doing it." He held her eyes and worked himself slowly up through her tits, his hands pressed over hers, keeping her pushed round him. "You did the teas for that whole hall tonight in this dress. Every man in the room got a look at my wife, and not one of them knows you're sat here now doing this. Doing it because I asked you to." He was riding it steadily now, his own spit and the leak of him slicking the way, her tits tight and soft round his cock. And the filth came up out of him the way it only did in this room. "Tell me. When you were back of that hatch with him. What was it you wanted."

"David, don't make me say it…"

"Tell me what you wanted off him." He didn't stop moving. "You went to him. He said no. What did you want him to say instead."

"I wanted him to make me stay." It broke out of her small and wretched and hot, her hands trembling round him, her eyes gone glassy and holding steady on his. "Back there. With everyone watching Ken. I wanted him to take the plate off me and not let me go back to the table. God. I don't even know why I…"

"Fuck." He said it low and wrecked and near came off the top of her at the sound of it, his good wife saying a thing like that out loud. He fucked her tits harder for it, his cock slick and dragging, the head of him bumping up under her chin now on every stroke. Her own cunt was going at nothing, he'd have put money on it, her thighs pressed hard and shifting, the ache of it on her face. She held herself pushed round him and watched him and gave him the rest of it in broken bits, without being asked twice.

"I wanted them all to know," she said, wrecked, past stopping herself. "The whole hall. That's the mad thing of it, David, that's the part I can't. I wanted every last one of them to know what I've gone and turned into. What you've made of me. What I've let myself." Her breath had gone ragged. "Finish it. Go on. Do it on my tits. I want to watch you do it."

There was another man loud in the room now, present and whole, riding on top of the beat. *This is the thing Sean gets off her. This exact thing. Her hands round a cock and her filthy mouth going, and every man in that hall none the wiser.* It was that, as much as the tight grip of her tits, that took him over.

Fuck.

He felt it climb up through him fast and hard, and he pulled back just enough to get his own fist round the last of it, and he came up out of her hands and his cum spilled hot across her chest. It went in thick ropes over the tops of her breasts, up onto her throat, one white smear across the underside of her chin where the head of him had been. She gasped and held still for it, her tits pushed up to catch it, her eyes shut and her chin lifted. He knelt over his wife and spent the last of himself onto her, and heard a wrecked groan come out of his own throat that he'd no memory of making.

He came back to himself slowly, his heart slamming, his cock still in his fist, his wife striped with him from her chin to the tops of her breasts in the lamplight, breathing hard, her eyes coming open to find his face. Neither of them said anything for a moment. There was a good deal of him on her. He reached down and got the corner of the sheet, and wiped the worst of it gently off her throat and her chin, and she let him, watching him do it, and something had gone very soft and very frightened in her grey-green eyes. He didn't ask her what it was, because he half knew.

"Come here," he said. He drew her down flat and got his arm under her and pulled her onto him, sticky and warm and undone, and she came, and lay with her cheek on his chest and her heart going hard against his side. "You're mine. However that just was. You know that. Mine."

"I know." Very small. "I do know that, David."

He held her. Her breathing went slow under his hand after a while, and then slower, and she went down into sleep sticky against him with the lamp still burning, done in. He lay under the warm weight of her and looked at the ceiling and could not follow her.

Because the good part was over now, the wanting part, the part that had lit the whole loud room. And in the quiet, with her asleep on him, the cold second on the rec came back on him. He'd said the man's name aloud out there and pictured the plain fact of it. Sean's hands, her face, David in the corner. And for one bad second he'd wanted none of it. It hadn't gone anywhere while the wanting had its turn; now the wanting was spent for the night, and it was back, and he was awake with it. He'd spent weeks getting himself up to this an inch at a time, carefully, glad of himself for it. Tonight he'd had a proper look at the real thing, and it had turned his stomach cold. He lay with his wife asleep and marked with him, and knew that wanting it for a year in the dark was one thing, and standing in a lit room while another man had her in front of him was going to be another thing entirely. He was going to learn the difference with half the town watching. He put the lamp off at last. It was a long while before the dark took him.
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The last of the Naylors went out into the car park at half nine, the old man steered by both elbows between his granddaughters, and the double doors banged shut on the cold. The hall went suddenly enormous and quiet around her. A golden wedding. Forty of them at the tables all evening and a cake three tiers high, and now only the smell of it left, sugar and hot candle wax and the beer somebody had spilled by the far wall.

Ruth stood in the middle of it with a stack of the good cups against her chest and listened to the last car turn out of the gate.

She could have gone. Dawn had gone an hour since with the little ones flagging, and Ken before that. The family had cleared their own tables, more or less, and the crockery would keep till morning easily enough. No one had asked her to stop and see it right. She had heard herself offer to stop and see it right, to the room in general, in the ordinary useful voice she kept for that sort of thing. She had not once let herself say plainly why her feet stayed put while the rest of them went for their coats.

She carried the cups through to the little kitchen at the side and ran the hot tap.

She knew where he was in the building. She always knew now, without looking.

He was up the far end killing the lights, one bank at a time, so the hall behind her went dark in sections while she stood at the sink. The strip light over the draining board buzzed and held. She heard a fire door tried and shut. She heard the last of the trestles folded and stood carefully against the wall. And under the hot water and the buzzing light she waited for him to come the length of the hall to her, and told herself firmly she was only waiting for the sink to fill.

She stood there wet where nobody could see it and dry where they could, and had to swallow before a plain word would come out of her. She washed the good cups slowly, one at a time, in water too hot for her hands. She set them carefully in the rack. And she did not turn round when his step came down the boards behind her and the doorway filled.

"You're never still at it." Sean stood in the door with the keys in his hand and his jacket on to go. He looked at the one rack of cups and the sink and the woman scrubbing a saucer that was already clean. "Leave it. It'll take me two minutes in the morning."

"It's no trouble. I'm nearly through." She rinsed the saucer she had washed twice. "You get off. I'll pull the door to behind me."

"I can't let you do that. It's my name on the keys." He didn't go. He set the keys down on the side by the door and leaned his shoulder on the frame. The little kitchen got smaller with him in the doorway of it. "I'll wait. Finish your cups."

She washed the last of them with him standing there, and it was ten times worse than the van. In the van there had been the road to watch and the rain to fill the quiet and a gearstick between them going nowhere. Here there was a yard of lino and a draining board and the two of them. The light buzzed. The whole dark hall stood empty at his back, and not a soul within a quarter mile of the place.

She was so aware of his size in the door that her hands weren't quite steady on the crockery. She set the last cup in the rack and shut the tap off. The quiet came down without the water in it. She turned round, because there was nowhere left to turn away to.

"There," she said. "That's the lot."

"Good." He looked at her and held his tongue. The plain steady looking, with the want held quietly behind it. She had managed men her whole life. A man who wanted a thing and reached for it, she'd have known what to do with. She had nothing at all for one who stood a yard off with his hands at his sides and only looked, and left the floor for her to cross or not.

*This is the thing David wants.* It came up whole and present, standing there with her back to the sink. *He's home this minute after it. A man alone with his wife in a locked hall, and me letting him.* And under that, quieter and truer, the thing she did not say even inside her own head. That David had asked her for a lift in the rain and a button left open. That he had never once asked her for a dark kitchen and her feet not moving. That she had put herself here on her own two legs while the others went home.

She crossed the yard of lino.

She did it before the careful half of her could get a word in. She went up on her toes and put her mouth on his, one hand flat on the front of his shirt, and kissed him. A married woman of thirty-two, kissing the caretaker in the dark of the hall she did the teas in. He was slow to it. For a second he did nothing, only let her do it, his hands at his sides, and the shame of it went up hot into her face. That she had read it wrong. That she had gone up to a man who did not want her to.

Then his hand came up and took the back of her head, big and careful, and he kissed her back. Slowly. Thoroughly. The way he did every job he ever put his hand to, and her knees did the thing they had been threatening since the van. She made a small sound into his mouth that she would not have owned by daylight, her nipples gone tight against her blouse, an ache starting up low in her that she knew now and could not talk herself out of. His other hand came to her waist and settled there, only there, warm and heavy through the wool. It did not roam and it did not grab. It held her steady while he kissed her as if there were all the time in the world and no earthly reason to hurry, and that undid her worse than any amount of grabbing could have done.

He was the one who broke it. He drew his head back slowly, an inch, and looked at her, close up now. She could feel his breath, and the want held down hard under all that stillness.

"You're a married woman, Ruth." He said it low and plain. Only the fact of it, laid down between them for her to do with as she liked. His thumb moved once, slowly, at the nape of her neck. "You don't have to do a thing here you'll be sorry for. I'll walk you to your door and say no more about it."

He had handed her the whole of it back. The way out, laid flat in her palm, no pull on it either road. And she understood, with her heart going, that his letting her go home would be a kindness she could not have survived with any of herself left standing. It would mean deciding, out loud, in the light, that she had gone to a man in the dark and wanted to be sent home instead. She could not do that. She was long past the place where she could do that.

"I know what I am," she said. Her voice came out low and steady and not in the least bit sorry. "Don't send me home, Sean."

She got her hands to his belt.

She had not planned a step past the kissing. She found that out kneeling on the cold lino with the strip light buzzing over her, her good skirt down on the floor of the hall kitchen. Nowhere in the whole shape of the thing felt truer than getting down in front of him. Her hands worked at his belt and his flies without waiting on her leave, the way they had found the front of David's pyjamas that first mortified night.

She got him out of his trousers. She knelt back on her heels and looked, and her breath went right out of her.

His cock was bigger than David's. She had known it, and refused to look at it squarely. She had carried the size of him in her own mouth as a thought for weeks now, knelt over her own husband and unable to take even him. Now his cock stood out in the buzzing light a hand's breadth from her face, and she could refuse it no longer. It was thick and heavy and dark at the head, so much of him that when she put her hand round the base her fingers would not meet. Looking at it she felt her belly go tight and her nerve go with it, want and dread in the one breath.

God.

Her mouth watered, ran wet at the sight of a man's cock she had no business kneeling in front of, and she leaned in quickly, before she could be ashamed of it, and took the head of his cock between her lips and sucked.

She couldn't. Some part of her had known it before she began, and had begun regardless. She opened her jaw as wide as it would go and sucked at the head of him and got a little of the length behind. Her jaw ached at the stretch of only that much. When she pushed to take more of his cock, her throat closed on it, and she had to draw off him, gasping, her eyes running, a string of wet breaking between her lip and the head of him.

She wiped her mouth on the back of her wrist and went at him again. She wanted badly, suddenly, to do it properly. To suck him right. To take him the way a woman ought to be able to take a man. And got no further. She gagged, her whole body refusing him, and came off his cock a second time with her chin wet and her eyes streaming, kneeling on the floor of the Memorial Hall kitchen with the sheer size of him standing over her.

*I can't take him.* It rang round her, low and dreadful, the hottest thing she had felt in her life. *He's too much for me. I couldn't get the half of his cock down if I knelt here all night.* And her own cunt clenched hard at the thought of it. She was soaking, she could feel it, wet through her underthings over a man's cock she could not even get in her mouth. The shame of not being able and the wanting to be able came up out of the one place, past telling apart.

She used her hand on him, both hands, and her mouth on the head of his cock where she could get it. She did what she could of a thing she could not do the whole of. *This is what David wants. Me down here with a cock too big to take, giving what I can of it.* The thought rode in present and hot while she worked him, her own cunt going at nothing, and she did not send it away. And above her she heard his breath go at last, ragged and low, a big man's breath coming short. The first thing she had drawn out of all that stillness. She had done that.

His hand came down and gathered her hair back off her face, gently, the way David did it in bed. For a moment she thought he would hold her there and finish, and a part of her rose up wanting it. Wanting to be made to, whether she could take him or not. He didn't. He held her hair a moment, and then eased her up off him and onto her feet, and put his mouth once against her wet cheek. That was all.

"That's plenty," he said, low. "You'll do yourself a mischief." He said it kindly, doing himself up while she stood there with her chest going, taking nothing off her that she could not give. He had left her, once again, with not a single thing to hold against him. "Get your coat. I'll run you up."

He saw her to her own gate in the van, ten minutes, and it was worse than the first van. Now the thing they had done sat in the cab with the two of them. He drove her home slowly, the same careful road, and said the same next to nothing, and let her out at the dark end. "Goodnight, Ruth." He pulled off quietly before she had the gate open. She stood a moment on her own path in the cold with the taste of him still in her mouth, a man who was not her husband, and no honest way left to call herself the woman she had been that morning.
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David was in bed with the lamp low, awake. He was never asleep now when she came in late. She heard him come up onto one elbow while she undressed in the dark. She got in beside him cold from the walk up the path and lay quietly a moment on her back, her heart still going from all of it.

She was going to tell him. That was the strange, settled thing she found in herself. Not because he would drag it out of her the way he had the button and the van, patient, waiting her out. Because she could not carry it up the stairs and into their bed and lie next to him with it and hold her tongue. The telling had got into her over these last weeks and become a thing she plainly needed doing.

"I stopped to see the kitchen right," she said, to the ceiling. "After the Naylors' do. Everyone else had gone."

"I know. You said you would." His voice was careful in the dark. He had heard the something in hers. "And Sean stopped with you."

"He locks up. It's his name on the keys." She turned her ring on her finger under the covers, once, the old tic, and made herself go on into the quiet. "It went further than the van tonight, David."

He went very still beside her. She heard him breathe.

"How much further."

Here was the part she found she could not say straight out. Not the whole of it, not lying flat on her back in their own dark room. She gave him the shape of it and kept the middle back. That there had been a kiss. That it had gone past a kiss. That she had had her mouth on him. She said it quietly, in as few words as she could find, mortified, her face gone hot in the dark. Every word of it was true. She still hadn't given him the truth.

She left out the yard of lino she had crossed on her own feet. She left out that his hands had never once come for her. She left out that she had got down on that floor because she wanted it more than she had wanted anything in her life, and with all that left out she let him think it was a thing done to her rather than a thing she had gone and done.

He was quiet a long moment. His breathing had gone short and thick, and the heat came off him where he lay, and she knew he was hard. Her being ashamed of it had gone straight into him and stiffened him. She lay in the shame of having managed him even now, even with this.

"He's bigger than me." David's voice had dropped into the register it went to. "Isn't he."

"David…"

"Could you get his cock in your mouth." His hand came onto her stomach over the sheet, flat, and it did not stay still. "Could you take it. All of it."

"No." It came out of her small and wrecked, and saying it out loud lit her up hot and ashamed. "No. I couldn't. I tried." And that was the seam it all came out of, because the trying was the part she had been keeping back. Once the trying was out, the rest came after it in a rush she had no hold over.

"I got his cock in my mouth and I couldn't take the half of it. I sucked him, David. I got down on that floor and I sucked him and gagged and I couldn't, and I wanted to, that's the thing of it, I wanted his cock down my throat and I couldn't manage it. And nobody made me. Nobody laid a finger on me. I crossed the room to him myself. I stopped on tonight so I'd be the last one there with him. I've known I was going to for a week." Her voice cracked right across. "There… that's the part I left out. That's the part I went and did."

It was out. The kept-back middle and the true bottom of it both, spilled into the dark between them. She lay there emptied and burning and waited to hear what he would do with it.

He rolled onto her and kissed her hard, like a man who could not get to her fast enough. And she understood that she had handed him the one thing he had been starving for and never dared say he wanted. Not that a man had taken his wife. That his wife had gone and given herself.

He was shaking with it. She got her arms up round him and kissed him back, wet-mouthed, past caring what her mouth had lately been at, and the want came up in her from the same low place the shame came from, the two of them run together till she couldn't say which had hold of her.

"Say it again," he said against her throat, his hand already down between her legs, two fingers finding her clit, finding how wet she was. How wet she had been the whole way home. "You crossed the room to him."

"I crossed the room to him." Her hips were going against his hand and would not keep still. "God," she gasped. "David. I did it myself."

She pushed him over onto his back. She had never once done that, taken it into her own hands where he lay, and she did it now blindly, without deciding to. She got herself up over his hips, her hair coming loose about the both of them. She reached between them and took hold of her husband and put him where she wanted him and sank slowly down onto him. He was a plain relief after the size she could not manage. All of him, where she could take all of him, known and easy and hers. She heard herself moan at the simple gratitude of it, of a man she could take right to the root.

"Fuck," David groaned. He got his hands on her hips. "Ruth. Look at you. Ride it."

She rode him. She sat up over him in the low light, her tits swaying heavy and loose above him, her hands flat on his chest, and she moved on his cock the way she had never let herself move, wet and open, the slick of it loud between them, taking the whole of him on every stroke down.

And it was Sean's cock came up in her head while she did it, present and whole. The size of it. The ache in her jaw. The choke of him at the back of her mouth. *He couldn't fit in me. Not that way and not this one either.* Her cunt clenched down hard on David at the thought, at the plain impossible fact of the other man loose in her head while she rode her own. She gasped and drove down harder and hated that it was him she saw, and could not stop it.

"Tell me." David's hands were hard on her hips now, working her on him. "When you had him in your mouth. Tell me."

"He's too big, David." She gave it to him from up there, riding him, her eyes shut, the words coming out broken and honest and shaming her worse than any of the rest. "I got his cock in and no more. My jaw wouldn't. It would not go down. He's so much more of a man than you are, and he could feel that I couldn't take him, and I knelt there wanting to be able so badly I could have wept. And I did, a bit. And he was kind about it. That was the worst of it. That he was kind." Her voice went right over. "I have never in my life wanted a thing the way I wanted to suck that man's cock down my throat, and I couldn't do it."

"Christ, Ruth." And he was gone, or near it, driving his cock up into her from underneath while she rode him down onto it. The two of them past talking now. Past everything but the hard plain fact of him in her and the other man loose in her head.

"David—" It came out of her high and cracked, her hips slamming down. "God. I'm going to cum. I'm⁠—"

"Christ," David got out beneath her.

She came like that, sat up over her husband with her whole body clenching round his cock and her mouth open on a sound she would have died to make a month ago. He went right after her, holding her down onto him by the hips, his cum going up into her deep. She stayed pressed down on him and took it, took a man right to the root the way she could not take the other one at all.

Then she was down flat on his chest, sticky and wrung out, his arms come up round her, the two of them breathing hard in the lamplight. He held her a long while, quietly, and said nothing. She lay with her cheek over his heart and felt it slam and then slowly settle, and waited, in the old habit, for the frightened thing to come. The *what have I done*, the reckoning. It came differently now. It came, and it was almost nothing. A small still voice a long way back, her mother's or her own from before, saying a good wife doesn't, and it had worn down to almost nothing. She found she could look straight at it and hardly care.

"You're mine," David said into her hair, at last. "You know that. Whatever tonight was."

"I know." She did know it. It was true, and she meant it, and it was still not the whole of what was true. She turned her ring on her finger where her hand lay on his chest, and thought it plainly, without the old dread underneath at all. David had asked her for a button and a lift in the rain. He had never once asked her to cross a dark room.

She had done that herself tonight, and she would do it again, and she was lying here in her husband's arms already knowing she would. Already working out when. Weeks since she had stopped being able to tell the shame and the wanting apart. Now she could not tell, lying full of David with Sean still on her tongue, whose she was doing it for. And she had stopped, a long way back down the dark, needing to know.
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Ruth hummed while she dried the pots, some hymn with the words worn off it. Four days ago the sound would have warmed him through. He sat with the accounts he'd carried home and never opened, and watched the small contented sway of her at the sink, and the warmth wouldn't come. What came instead had a sour edge he'd been carrying since Saturday and couldn't shift.

She'd stood in a locked hall on Saturday night and crossed a dark kitchen to another man on her own two feet, and nobody had asked her to. It wasn't her mouth on Sean, nor the size of him she couldn't manage; he could bear all that, he'd wanted all that. It was the crossing. She hadn't waited to be told. She'd simply gone.

*She's already picked the next time.* He watched her stand a pan in the rack. *She's got the day and the excuse and everything but the hour.* And she had, an' all. He could see it on her plainly, the ease that had come into her lately, a woman who'd stopped waiting on his say-so and started keeping her own quiet diary of it.

He was half-hard where he sat, even so. Even soured, even with his guts gone wrong on him, his cock had thickened at the sight of her, and it sickened him. The jealousy didn't put the want out. It fed it.

"I said I'd do the teas Thursday," she said, over her shoulder, easily. "For the fair meeting. Sean's getting the urns down and there'll be a crowd wanting one."

"Leave it."

It came out flat and hard and wrong, and he heard it land.

She turned round with the tea towel in both hands. "Leave the teas?"

"Leave the lot." He'd stopped himself once and couldn't a second time. "Maybe we knock the whole thing on the head, Ruth. Maybe I got it badly wrong. We go back to how we were and say no more about it."

The hum stopped. Her hands went quiet on the towel. She folded the towel in half and then smaller, squared the edges, and hung it over the rail. For a moment she said nothing. When she turned to him there was a hurt in her face he'd not once put there in all their years, and it was worse than the stillness by a long way.

"You don't hand a thing like that to a person," she said quietly, "and then ask for it back off them." A breath went out of her. "I don't think you can. I don't think I can."

He had no answer for it. He'd meant to steady the thing and he'd kicked a leg from under it instead. It stood between them in the bright kitchen now, lopsided, and neither of them knew how to right it. She said she was tired and went up. He sat on with the shut ledger and the tap she'd left running, and it was a long while before he followed her.
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Jean let herself in on the Saturday with her own key, calling down the hall as the door went that it was only her and not to get up.

David was reading the paper. Ruth was up at the hall for a fair meeting, and had said four o'clock, and it was gone the half of that now.

Jean came through in her good coat with a bag-for-life in each hand: a joint of beef, the trimmings, a tin of the shortbread she made and told everyone she'd bought. Tomorrow was Sunday, and Sunday was lunch at theirs, and she liked to bring the meat round herself and see it was a proper piece before she trusted it to anyone's oven.

"On your own, then." She set the bags down and ran her eye round the kitchen, over the surfaces and the window and the drainer, as she did with any room she came into. "Where's she got to?"

"Hall. Fair meeting. She'll not be long."

"On a Saturday, an' all." Jean got the beef into the fridge, moving his milk aside for it. "She's up at that place more than she's under her own roof lately. You want to mind she doesn't run herself into the ground for the lot of them, David. That committee will happily take every hour a woman gives it. I've buried two vicars doing their flowers and not one of them ever carried a bucket."

"She likes being useful."

"She was raised to it." She said it plainly, no side to it, proud of the fact, and filled the kettle without asking whether he wanted one. "A woman wants a bit of use about her. Idle hands, and the rest of it." She left the rest of it unsaid.

She got a couple of pieces of shortbread onto a plate and set them by his tea, unasked. Then she stood a moment at the window, looking out at the strip of garden Ruth kept. "He'd have liked this house, your dad," she said, meaning Ruth's father, nine years gone and still talked of in the present when it suited her. "He always said our Ruth would land somewhere with a bit of light in it."

"He'd have liked it," David said, and meant it.

Jean nodded at the glass as though he'd settled a thing for her, and then she was brisk again, the beef and the oven, was there cornflour in the house or would he have to go out for it.

He drank the tea she'd made too strong and let her go on about the flowers and Pauline's hip and whether the beef would want its extra half hour. Beneath the talk sat the one thing he could never say to her. That "raised to it" she was so proud of, the wanting to be useful, the good girl who'd never once put herself first, he'd taken the lot and turned it to this. Jean had spent thirty years building the door, and he'd walked his wife through it and stood back gladly to watch. It would finish her if she ever came to know. And she'd not be wrong to let it.

The door went at twenty to five. Ruth came in pink from the cold and lit up under it, humming again softly, and pulled up short when she saw her mother at the table.

"Mum. I never saw the car."

"I walked. Pauline ran the meat down for me." Jean's eyes went over her the once, head to foot, and stopped where they stopped. "That's the blue."

Ruth's hand went to the top button without her seeming to know it had moved. It was the good blouse, the one that sat closer than her weekday things, and David hadn't seen her wear it to the hall before. It pulled tight across her tits when she reached to hang her coat, and he caught his own eyes going down the front of it before he could think better of them. His wife, in the blouse she'd been told was too much, flushed and bright from wherever she'd been. *A man's had her colour up like that, and it wasn't the urns.* The thought came up sour, and he put his eyes back on the paper.

"I only had it on for warmth. It's like an oven in there with the urns going."

"It's a bit bright for shifting furniture about." Jean seemed to leave it there, and got up to see again to the beef. It was in the plain business of the two women after that, the kettle and the coats and where's-the-good-dish, that David watched the thing he'd been dreading all week.

Jean stopped with the roasting tin held in front of her and looked at her daughter squarely.

"You've gone very bright these last weeks, our Ruth." There was no unkindness anywhere in it, which was the worst of it. "There's a colour to you I've not seen in years. A shine on you." She stood there holding the tin. "You'd tell me, wouldn't you. If there was something the matter."

"Course I would." Ruth said it easily, far too easily, reaching past her for the gravy boat. "There's nothing wrong, Mum. I'm well. We're both of us well." She kissed her mother's cheek on the way past and carried the boat across to the tap, and the question went unanswered, and Jean let it.

But she'd felt it go by. David watched her feel it. She'd not land on the truth of it, not Jean, she'd sooner lie down and die. But she'd caught the small wrongness of it, her own daughter telling her a clean smooth lie in her own kitchen. He saw her mark the place it happened and say nothing and slide the tin into the oven. She'd come back to it. He had a week, maybe two, before she did, and he went cold, with not a thread of want in it.
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Dawn caught him at it worse, and more kindly, on the Sunday.

She came at teatime with her boot full of raffle tat for the fair: bath sets, a breadmaker still boxed, a magnum no one would ever win. She and Ruth ran it in through the rain while Marlon, she said, slept in front of the rugby with his mouth wide open, and welcome to him. The two of them stacked the boxes in the hall with a running argument going about the tombola. Dawn held that a prize nobody had ever wanted was the exact one that shifted the most strips, because everyone reckoned they might win it and nobody much minded losing. Ruth scoffed it was the daftest thing she'd heard all week, and then agreed with every word. They got laughing at nothing, the great daft honk Dawn had and Ruth trying and failing to keep a straight face. Ruth was easy with Dawn like she was easy with almost nobody, loose and quick and a bit silly with it. For a minute David stood in his own doorway and watched his wife be twenty-two. Dawn missed next to nothing and forgave the most of it, and she broke off halfway through a story about the tombola to look Ruth over.

"You're all right, aren't you." She said it warmly, nothing at all like Jean had. "You've been like a cat in the cream these few weeks, Ruthie. It suits you, whatever it is. Long may it last."

"It's the fair. I like a project on." Dawn laughed and said didn't they all, and let it lie, because she'd leave a friend her secret sooner than dig it up and hold it to the light.

Then she caught David's eye over the top of a box and grinned at him, warm and daft, and he understood she had it entirely wrong. She thought she'd caught a marriage picking back up, a settled couple gone and found a second wind, and she was glad. Plainly, uncomplicatedly glad for the pair of them. He carried the empty boxes out to her car in the wet and took the grin with him, and found he'd sooner have had Jean's cold eye on him than Dawn's warm one. There was no answer he could make to being blessed for it.
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That night he lay awake beside her and made himself look at it straight, which he'd not managed since Thursday.

The want he'd carried a year had grown a real hall and a real man and a real locked room, and a wife who'd walk into all three a stride ahead of him. Thursday, at the sink, he'd come within a word of ending it. Of taking it all back off her and having the quiet careful Ruth returned to him, the one who did as she was asked and wanted nothing for herself. He'd have his marriage back exactly as it had always been. And it would be a smaller thing than it had lately become, and he knew that now, past all arguing.

He turned it and turned it and couldn't make it balance. The figures held no answer. And in the end it wasn't the figures that answered him. She did. She turned in her sleep and put her back to him. Her arse settled warm and heavy into his lap as it had a thousand nights, and the thing in him that had thrashed all week went quiet and certain and hard at once.

*Mine.*

That was the answer, when it came, and it was less a decision than a fact, sitting plain in the dark. She was his. She'd been his half her life and she'd be his when Sean was done and gone, his in the bed after and his the whole while it happened. He could hand her over for an hour precisely because she wasn't his to lose. She came home. She always had, and she'd come home from this too.

He was a man nobody at the firm would notice if his chair sat empty a week. Prentice had handed the desk he'd earned to a lad half his age and called him the rock and thought he was being kind. There was one thing in his whole life that was his to give or to keep, and it was her, and he was the one who got to say who had her and when. He'd not looked at it that squarely before. It steadied him, and he let it.

He got his arm over her and pushed her nightdress up and put his hand flat on the bare warm swell of her arse, and drew her back into him. She came up out of sleep slowly, pliant, a small questioning sound low in her throat.

"David?"

"Here." He put his mouth to the back of her neck, to the knob of bone at the top of her spine, and felt her wake against him by degrees, felt her breath go shallow. His hand slid round off her hip and between her legs and found her soft and wet there already, half-ready before she was half awake, and that undid the last of the sourness in him. He worked her steadily with two fingers and she pushed back into his lap and let him, her hand coming up behind to hold the back of his head.

*A man three streets over is going to have this inside the month, and I'm going to stand there and watch him take it off me.* The thought rode in hard and present while he touched her, and his cock ached against the small of her back, and he pushed it flat against her and let it ache.

"Say it," she whispered, mostly asleep, knowing nothing of the week he'd had or the thing he'd nearly said to her. "Say the thing you say."

"You're mine." He said it low into her neck, and fit his cock against her from behind and pushed up into her slowly, and she took him with a sigh that was half sleep and all welcome. He held her there, full of him and warm. "Every bit of you. This cunt is mine, the bit I keep and the bit I'm going to lend out and take back off him."

She made a sound at that. At *lend.* A low broken thing, her hips rolling back onto him, and he felt it in the clench of her round his cock. She'd heard him. She knew now that he'd decided, that Thursday was mended and it was on again.

He finished in her quietly, holding her hips still against his. After, with her gone back down into sleep heavy on his arm, he lay looking up at the black ceiling, his heart slowing, no fright left in him anywhere. He'd decided. He'd stood at the very edge of the actual thing and been sick with it and decided anyway, eyes open, which was more than he'd managed a year back with only the idea of it to be brave about.

Tomorrow there'd be grace over Jean's good beef and her sharp eye going up and down the table. A week on from that she'd begin circling it again, patient and sure. And in among all of that he'd have to build the thing itself: a night, a room, the man asked plainly at last. He hadn't the first idea how it was even done. He only knew, lying there with his wife asleep and heavy on him and already half gone to another, that he'd stopped wanting to want less than he did. He'd asked for it. Now he was going to go and make it happen, and stand in the room while it did, and have her after.

All of it. Eyes open.
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The urn had been on since eight. By the middle of the afternoon Ruth had stopped feeling her own feet, and didn't much mind it.

There was a particular tiredness that came off a good day, and this one had gone better than good. The green behind the Memorial Hall was the fullest she'd seen it in years, the whole town out in its shirtsleeves, prams and dogs and the school lot running feral between the stalls. A bouncy castle roared at the far end, and the smell of Bill Hollis's burnt onions hung over the lot of it. The bunting had held and the sun had held, and she'd happily have taken half of that and called it a triumph.

The roof money was in weeks back, cleared at the jumble, so nothing today carried the desperate edge the appeal had worn in the spring. This lot was for the kitchen that flooded every winter and the heating that groaned like a ship coming about. People gave easy when nobody was rattling a tin under their nose, and the float box under her table had got too fat to shut an hour since.

"If one more man asks me is there sugar in the sugar," Dawn said, not turning round, wrestling grimly with the second urn, "I'll put it in his tea whether he wants it or no, and to hell with him."

"You'd not."

"I bloody would. Watch me do Ken Sutton." She slopped a tea over the trestle and pushed it blindly at the next hand. "There's your tea, love, forty pee in the box, God bless the bloody roof…" She blew a strand of hair off her face. "My tits have been round my knees since noon and there's three hours of this in me yet. Remind me why we do it." Ruth caught the laugh before it fully got out of her and turned it into a cough, because her mother was somewhere across the field, and a woman didn't stand cackling behind a tea urn with half the parish looking on.

Half the parish was looking on. It always was, at these dos. It was the best of a hall fair, everybody out where they could be seen being good, and she'd stood at this same table a dozen summers and thought nothing whatever of it. She thought about it now. She stood there with her collar done up to the throat and her cunt swollen and damp under her good skirt, and not one of the lot of them any the wiser.

She poured steadily, and gave change, and knew the regulars' orders before they reached her. And clear across the grass she watched Sean carry the empty crates two at a time back to his van.

He had his sleeves rolled and his shirt gone dark down the spine of it with the work. Even at that reach there was a good deal of him to look at, and she looked. She knew those forearms now, and the big steady hands, and the size of what the work never showed. She knew, stood at her urn in front of the whole town, the actual weight of the man's cock, because a fortnight since she had knelt on that hall's own kitchen floor and got her mouth round the head of it and not managed the half. She went wet where she stood, over a man clear across a field while her hands poured out tea for the parish. Every last soul here had her down for a good wife. She'd had another man's cock in her mouth, gagged on the size of him and wanted more, and gone home and told her husband, who'd gone hard in the dark to hear it. Not one of them would have believed a word of it if she'd climbed up on the table and shouted it.

Her face went hot. She turned it down to the urn and let the steam take the blame.

"Two teas and a squash, Ruth, when you've a minute." Ada Pryce, her grandson swinging off one arm. "Grand turnout. Half of it's your doing."

"Oh, it's everybody's." She slid the compliment off quickly, the practised way she did with all of them, before it could settle. "Dawn's run the raffle ragged, and the men have done the heavy of it." She got the squash poured. "There's your lot. Mind, it's hot."

Ada went off contentedly. Ruth shovelled more change into a box that didn't want it, and did not once look back over the grass to see where he'd got to, and knew all the same exactly where he was.
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He came to the tent himself in the end, near four, when the crowd had thinned to the stayers and the light had gone long and gold.

She'd spent half the afternoon waiting for it and calling it something else. She flushed the moment his step came round the end of the tent, and her mouth went dry with it, the wrong way round to the rest of her. When it came, it wasn't what she'd braced for. She had his tea poured before he'd got his mouth open, strong, no sugar, and held it out over the trestle.

"You'll want that. You've earned it and then some."

"I'm all right, Ruth. Ta." He didn't take it. He'd stopped a full pace short of the table, further off than a man stands who means to linger, cap in his hand, his eyes going out over the crowd instead of onto her. "Only come to say the van's loaded for the morning, and I've got the key, so nobody wants to fret about the shed. You've had a day of it. Get off home when you like. I'll see to the rest."

It was every bit as decent as the man had ever been, and it was a wall. She stood there with the tea cooling in her hand and felt it plainly for the first time. The ground he'd kept between the two of them all day. He'd not come near the tent once. He'd not caught her eye across a room the way he had at the quiz, that plain level manner he had of looking, that she'd had no defence prepared against. He'd worked the far side of the green from her since morning like a man skirting wet paint, and she'd been too pleased with the sunshine to name it.

He knew. That was what the distance was for. She understood it standing there, gone cold in the chest, the fat money box at her knees. He'd guessed what she was. A married woman who'd been on her knees for him once and gone home to her husband and would do it again on the smallest opening, and he'd decided he'd not be the one to help her spoil herself. That was his courtesy, top to bottom. He was being kind the one way still left him, which was to take himself clean out of her road.

She had always assumed, the rare times she let herself think of it, that a man who wanted a thing came and took it once it was as good as laid before him. She had nothing whatever ready for a man who wanted it and stepped back on her account.

"Right. Well…" She heard herself go careful and small. "Thank you, Sean. For all of it. It'd not have gone half so well without you."

"It's the job." He set his cap back on. "You did the work." And off he went over the grass, unhurried, back to the van, and she stood holding a tea nobody would drink, soaked through her good skirt in the grass over a teapot, at a church fair with her mother forty yards off, over a man keeping the whole breadth of the green off her out of nothing but decency. Her cunt had gone soft and stupid for him, and she could no longer talk herself down from it. Him walking away only made it worse. She'd not have credited that a week ago.

Twenty feet off, at the little folding table where they cashed the stalls up, David had watched every bit of it.

He had the tins open and the coin bagged into neat clear sleeves and the counting face on him, and he'd been counting nothing at all for a full minute. He'd seen Sean not take the tea. She saw him see it. A small trouble went over her husband, there and gone, the look of a man who'd banked a great deal on a thing and felt it shift under him. He caught her eye briefly, the once, over the top of the coin bags. Neither of them said anything. There was nothing to be said in a field. But she read him easily now, and what she read off him was near enough the thing sitting in her own chest.

She tipped the cold tea into the grass and went to find a reason to be at the crates.
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She found one without any bother. There was always a reason at a hall do, which was the mercy of the place. A woman who wanted to be useful was never short of an errand, and nobody had ever once questioned that in Ruth Coyle. She gathered the loose cups off the emptied tables onto a tray and carried them round the back of the tent, to where the washing crates stood stacked by the van, and there he was, sliding the folded trestles into the dark of it.

"These'll want to soak or they'll never come clean." She set the tray down on the tailgate. The noise of the fair fell to a hum back here, the bunting snapping softly overhead, the both of them screened off behind the canvas. "I'll not send Marlon home with dirty crockery in his good car."

"Leave them. I've said. It's nothing to me."

"You keep saying." She stacked the cups into the crate anyway, one inside the next, and kept her eyes down on her own hands, because she'd learned lately she could say a hard thing to her hands more easily than to his face. She could see his out of the tail of her eye, the big blunt hands that had gathered her hair back off her wet face on that kitchen floor, and looking at them undid her, so she kept to her own. She'd soaked her knickers through stacking a stranger's teacups, aching at the mere getting-ready to tell a man to stop being decent to her. "You've said it all day, one road or another. Don't keep bringing me tea. Get yourself off home. I'll see to it." Steadier than she felt. "You told me near enough the same, once, on that kitchen floor. That I hadn't to do a single thing I'd be sorry for."

He'd gone still, a trestle half into the van. "I know what I said."

"So do I." She fitted the last cup and stood with both hands on the rim of the crate. She lifted her head slowly then, up out of the good-wife duck of it, and made herself look straight at him, and her heart went like a fist on a door. "I'm not sorry, Sean. I've had long enough to be sorry in and it hasn't come. And I'll not watch you spend a whole day walking the long way round the field to spare me a thing I never once asked to be spared." The colour was climbing her throat. It gave her away every time, and this once she let it come. "You needn't be so careful of me. That's the size of it. I'll not break, and I'll not weep on you, and I'm no good woman you talked into a corner. Nobody talked me anywhere. I went."

It was the most she had ever said aloud to a man who was not her husband. Every word of it was true. And none of it was quite the whole truth, because the whole truth had David in it, home and waiting to be told, wanting the telling worse than she did. That part she couldn't hand a man across a tailgate. So she gave Sean the true edge of the thing and let him take it for the whole.

Sean set the trestle down slowly. He looked at her a long moment, the unhurried look with the want banked down behind it, and she stood in it wet through, her thighs pressed tight and her heart going, and did not turn away. Somewhere back of the whole of it was David, home, who would want every word of this off her tonight. She stood there wanting two men in the one breath, and thought her chest might come apart with the holding of it.

"You're a hard woman to do the decent thing by," he said at last. Dry, and any other day he'd have made a joke of it. He wasn't smiling. Nor was she.

"So I'm told." Low. Her voice had gone unsteady on her, so that even a plain word wanted a breath behind it before it would come. "Only I'd sooner be done right by than done kindly, if I've the choosing of it. And I think you tell the one from the other better than most men do."

"Ruth."

Low, and he left it there. He didn't dare put a word behind it, and she knew that, and it was worse than any speech would have been. God help her. It reached the soles of her poor dead feet, further than a hand on her would have, and she laid her palm flat on the cold metal of the tailgate to have a thing to hold to.

"Ruth! There you are."

She very near dropped the tray.
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Her mother came round the end of the tent with a cake tin held out before her in both hands like an offering, and Ruth stepped back off the van so smartly the crates rocked and clattered.

"Mum. I… I never heard you."

"I've been up and down twice hunting you." Jean's eyes did the once-over, head to foot, then went past her to Sean and the open van and the tray of cups, and read the both of them stood there, and found, please God, a caretaker and a committee woman seeing to the crockery. Which was all there was to find. Ruth held onto that with both hands. "The cake stall's down to crumbs and Enid's after more of the lemon. I said I'd not know, my own daughter keeps me an arm's length from her kitchen these days."

"Two more tins in the hall, on the side." Her voice came out ordinary. She'd no idea in the world how. Her face was afire and her hands weren't right and her voice came out as ordinary as a wet Tuesday. "I'll run them through."

"Sean can run them, he's stood idle." Jean turned the full of herself on him, and there was nothing in it but a woman putting a man to a use, and it was the worst thing all day. "You'll not mind. On the side by the urn. Two tins, the lemon drizzle. She made forty of them and let the committee take the credit for them."

"No bother at all." He was easy again inside a breath, the plainness folding smoothly shut over whatever had been in his face at the van, and he went off promptly round the canvas towards the hall without one glance back. Ruth stood in the wreck of her own pulse and watched her mother watch him go.

"Useful sort," Jean said. It might have meant a dozen things. With Jean it generally meant several of them at once. Then the eye came back round, gentler, and settled squarely on Ruth's hot face, and stopped there just as it had in the kitchen the other Saturday. The small patient snag of a woman who knew her daughter's face better than she knew her own. "You've caught the sun, love. Get into the shade a bit. You've gone very high in the colour."

"It's the urn. You stand over it the day long." She got the tin out of her mother's hands and made herself busy with it, turning square to the trestle, and felt the old lie settle smoothly down over her. The good daughter, warm-faced off an honest day's work. "Come and sit down. I'll fetch you a tea before Dawn tips the urn out."

Jean let herself be steered readily, having got the thing she'd come round the tent for, whether she rightly knew it or not, which was a proper look at her daughter's face. She'd come back to it. Ruth knew she would. Her mother filed a thing and returned to it in her own good time. But not today. Today she took the offered arm and let herself be walked to a folding chair in the shade, going on about the takings and the sun holding and wasn't it a mercy about the roof. Ruth said yes, and yes, and a mercy, and poured her out a tea carefully, with a hand she'd got back more or less under her own command.

They had it all cleared by six. Trestles down, bunting coiled, the last of the school lot dragged off howling by their mothers. David bagged the takings and read the committee the figure and got a small ragged cheer for it. Marlon carried the heaviest crate off one-handed and told Dawn to leave the bloody rest before she did herself a mischief, and then who'd carry the raffle.

Sean saw to the shed and the lock. He lifted a hand to the two of them over the emptying grass, to David and Ruth stood side by side, and she watched the size of him fold down behind the wheel and thought, God help her, of that kitchen floor and her mouth full of his cock. He drove off up the lane before the light went. He said no more to her than any man says at the tail of a fair, and had no need to. She had it already, folded quietly away where the rest of it lived now.

She was quiet in the car home, wound tight and aching under her good coat, and quiet over the tea, and David let her be. He watched her steadily, the way he watched everything now. Neither of them said the thing that had ridden home in the car with them.

In bed she lay on her back with the lamp off, and could not for the life of her get down into sleep.

She was wound too tight for it. The whole day's tiredness sat in her legs and nowhere else, the rest of her up and awake and pointed like a needle. She had stood in a field and told a man to stop being careful of her, and watched it go into him, and carried the want of it about the entire afternoon under her own mother's eye. She was soaked again now, in the dark, over nothing more than a man saying her name over a tailgate. She clenched her thighs together on the ache of it and lay in her marriage bed next to her good husband and could not put the thing down.

Something had turned itself right round. She lay in the dark and slowly worked out what. All her life she had been the one who waited. Waited to be asked, to be told, handed the thing to do and then doing it well. She had waited all her married life for David to say what he wanted, and he had waited the most of it to say it. Not once, in all of it, had she stood square in front of a want of her own and put her hand out for it.

Now there were two men, and one thing all three of them wanted and not a soul would say plain, and she lay in the black bedroom and saw, with a clean quiet dread that was three parts something warmer, that the waiting had come round at last to her. David had to build it. Sean had to be let. And she, who had spent her whole good life being handed her orders, was the one lying wide awake with nothing left to do but want it, and wait, and be ready when the pair of them, between them, finally got round to catching her up.

She let herself see a little of it there in the dark. A room, and the cock she still couldn't take the half of, and David stood off in the corner of it watching her get down and try. Her cunt clenched on nothing at all, and she turned her hot face into the pillow and made herself stop.

Beside her David turned over, not asleep either. She kept still and let him think she'd gone under, and stared up at the ceiling she couldn't see, and waited.
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David had the calendar down off its nail and flat on the table, and he read it like a set of accounts, running a slow finger down the weeks, hunting the gap.

It steadied him, oddly, the same as a column that wanted balancing always did. Numbers he could do. He went carefully down the month, past Ruth's committee dates in her small square hand, past the church flowers, past his mother-in-law's standing Sunday lunch that sat across every week like a bolted door. And there, ringed twice in Jean's own biro because Ruth had marked it up for her, was the thing he'd quietly been waiting on without letting himself say so.

*Jean — Scarborough. Fri to Sun.*

The over-sixties ran their coach to the coast every August. Jean went yearly and came home with a stick of rock and a full account of everyone else's failings. Friday to Sunday. Two nights and the whole of the Saturday with her forty miles up the coast road, and no key of hers turning in any door of his.

He sat and studied it a good while. It was a lot of room.

He was half-hard at the kitchen table over a wall calendar, which told him plainly enough what he'd sat down to do. This wasn't the church flowers. He was working out the night another man would come and fuck his wife with him stood off to the side watching, and his body had got there well before he'd put a word to it. He pressed the heel of his hand down against his cock through his trousers, and left it there, and read on.

"You've had that down off the wall a good hour." Ruth was in the doorway, the tea towel over her shoulder, watching him carefully. "What are you plotting."

"This." He turned it to face her and put his finger on the ringed day. He said nothing else.

She came and looked. He watched the colour climb her throat as she read it. She set her fingers on the edge of the table.

"She's not back while the Sunday teatime." Low. She was running the very sum he'd run. "Pauline's fetching her off the coach."

"I know."

"Dawn'll want us Saturday, mind. Once a do's over she gets it into her head we all want feeding." She said it down at the table. "I'll tell her we're away. Your aunt's, in Retford. She'll not check a thing like that. She only wants telling."

It was the smallest lie going, and how easily it came to her chilled him. His good wife, who said sorry to a doorframe she'd walked into, stood there working out who to tell what so she could be had by the caretaker with her husband stood watching. She was better at it than he was. He'd stopped being frightened of that these past weeks and started needing it instead, and he kept the both of those to himself.

"Retford," he said. "Right."

"Well, I can hardly tell her the truth of it." The dry thing she did when she forgot to mind herself, there and gone. She lifted the towel off her shoulder and turned briskly back to the sink, because that was Ruth, saying a thing like that and then wanting her hands busy that same second. "You've the tins to run back, an' all. Sean'll want them in the safe before Monday."

"I'll take them down."

"Today." The tap was going. "He's up there today. Seeing to the shed."

She knew where he'd be. She kept a close count of that man's week now, and he'd given up pretending to himself that she didn't. He watched the bent line of her neck over the sink and let the want stand quietly in him, and got up for the tins.
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The hall on a weekday out of season was a big cold box that smelled of tea and floor polish, with the drains underneath. David came in the side door with the banking bag under his arm and the float box held against his chest, and stood a moment, and heard the flat tap of a hammer down the far end past the stacked chairs.

Sean had the shed door off and up on two trestles and was working the hinge of it with a chisel. He looked up at David's step, set it down, and waited. No wave, no calling out. Just the man stopping his work and letting whoever it was come and say their piece.

"Brought the takings back." David set the box down on the trestle. "And the float. Ruth said you'd want it locked up."

"I'll see to it. Ta." Sean didn't move for it. He wiped it on his trouser leg and laid it square with the others. He was near to now, and David had to look up a little to hold his eye, which he'd done for months and never minded until this afternoon. The man had a good six inches on him. More again through the shoulders, in the thick of the forearms, in the big square hands he never once hurried. David had been the smaller man in a doorway his whole life. He had never before stood in one and thought, flatly and plainly, *those are the hands that go on her this weekend. That's the size of the cock she'll be trying to take.* He felt himself stir at it, right there, and kept his eyes up.

"Good fair," Sean said. "You did the figures, I heard. Cleared the kitchen and a bit over."

"Ruth did the fair. I only totted it up after." His voice came level and it surprised him, because his heart was going like a boy's. "Sean. I've a thing to say and no clean road into it. So I'll say it badly, and you take it as meant."

Sean said nothing to that. He didn't help him along and he didn't brace. He put his weight back on the trestle, folded his arms, and gave David the same easy attention he'd give a man reporting a blocked gutter, and that patience was worse to stand in than any eagerness would have been. It made him say it straight.

"I know what happened here. The night of the Naylors'." Out, and on, before it could stop him. "Ruth told me. She tells me everything now, has done for weeks. That's the half of it you've not got. She came home and told me what the two of you did in that back kitchen, and here's the part I want said clear." He drew breath. "It wasn't behind my back. Nothing is. I knew a man would be there before she ever crossed that floor to you, because I'm the one that wanted it. Have wanted it a long while. I put her in your road and I was glad when she went."

The hall was very quiet. A bird shifted up in the roof. Sean's face didn't do a great deal, it wasn't a face that did, but a change went over it and settled, and David saw he had turned a picture clean round in the man's head that had been sitting the wrong way up.

"So that's what the stepping-back was for," Sean said slowly, working it. "I took you for a good woman got in over her head. Me too decent to be the one that drowned her. I kept off her the whole fair on it." He faced David squarely. "And you're stood here telling me I had it backwards."

"You had half of it. She has got in deep, and that part's true, and it started with me, and I'll carry it however it wants carrying." He held the man's eye steadily. "I'm asking you to the house Saturday. Her mother's away, the road's clear. Ruth knows I'm here saying it. She'd never have let me come otherwise, because nothing happens in this she's not squared to first. I'm asking you plainly, man to man, because it wants asking by somebody, and it's mine to ask. Will you come."

Sean took his time. He glanced down at the door on the trestles, and then back up, and when he answered it wasn't a leer and it wasn't a flinch. It was a man taking a heavy thing at its full weight.

"You'll have thought about how you'll feel, stood in that room," he said evenly. "Men reckon they've thought about it."

"I've thought of little else the whole year." True as anything he'd ever said. "I'll not pretend I know how I'll take it on the night. But I've stopped wanting to want it less than I do. That's as honest as I've got."

"And her." Lower now, and careful, the courtesy that had undone Ruth turned squarely on the two of them at once. "It's hers as much as it's yours, this. If she wakes up sorry come Sunday, it isn't you that spoiled her, David. It's me. And I'll not be that. I've been about long enough to know not to be that."

"She'll not wake up sorry." He let his certainty stand there. "She told me a week or two back she'd had long enough to be sorry in and it hadn't come. She said near the same to you, I think, out by the crates. She's not being talked into a blessed thing. If anything she's the one stood waiting on the pair of us to get on with it."

Sean unfolded his arms. He put one of the big hands flat on the door he'd been mending, and considered it, and then he nodded, the once, and that settled it.

"Eight," David said. "Come as you are. I'll not have it dressed up as owt it isn't."

"Eight, then." He wiped his hands slowly down his thighs. Then, dry, the ghost of the man he was any other day of the week. "You'd best leave me the shed key regardless. Whatever else Saturday turns out to be, somebody's still got to lock the place up after."

David got out to the car park with his heart still going and the screwed-up bag in his fist, and stood by the car a minute in the thin sun before he trusted himself to drive. He'd done it. He had stood in a public hall and asked another man to have his wife, and the man had said yes and asked kindly after her while he did it.

Christ.

The fact of it sat in him, heavy and solid and real. And under the fright of it, low and shameless and going nowhere, was the plain animal pull of it, his cock half-hard again in the cold, because now it had a night and an hour and a man's word laid on it. It was going to happen.
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He'd said he'd not have it dressed up, and meant it, and then on the Thursday he stood in the bedroom doorway telling his wife which frock to put on. He did it anyway.

She'd laid three out on the bed for him without being asked. That undid him on its own. Ruth, who had spent her whole life being told a thing was a bit much and going meekly to change it, laying her clothes out on the counterpane for her husband to choose from, like a girl before a dance. The navy she wore to funerals. A grey he'd seen a hundred Sundays. And a green, a soft dark green, worn twice in all the time he'd known her because her mother had once said it was cut to be noticed, and Ruth had taken that for the sin it was meant as and hung it right at the back.

"That one." No thinking needed. "The green."

"It's old." She held it up against herself, looking down at it, not at him. "Mum always said it was…"

"I know full well what your mum said." He crossed and stood behind her at the long mirror, put his hands on the tops of her arms, and studied the two of them in the glass. His good plain wife, the green held under her chin, the colour already climbing. "Wear the green. I want him to come through that door and have to work out how he ever had you down for the woman who does the teas."

Her breath went out of her at that. She turned the dress in her hands.

"You'll have me got up like a…" She stopped. She'd not say the word, not yet, not in the daylight. It lived in the dark with his hand over her mouth to fetch it out of her. But her mouth went soft and short, the words drying up in her, and she pressed the green to her front and wanted it and was ashamed of the wanting, all in the one long breath.

"Try it," he murmured, low, at her ear. "For me. Let's see it on you."

She did. She turned her back to do it, out of some last habit of modesty gone well past all sense now, which undid him the worse for her keeping it. She drew her jumper slowly over her head. She stepped out of her skirt and stood a moment in her plain underthings in the grey afternoon light, and then took the green off its hanger. He ran his eyes over her, openly. The full round of her arse under the plain cotton, the pale of her back, a strand come loose from her pinned hair. He said nothing at first. There was only the looking, and his cock was up hard in his trousers watching his wife dress herself for another man, and he made no move at all to hide it. "He's going to fuck you in that dress," he breathed then, against the back of her neck. "And I'm going to stand and watch him do it."

She shut her eyes. "David," she whispered, his name gone soft and thick in her mouth.

She pulled the green down over herself, settled it over her hips, did up the side of it, and turned to the glass. The two of them took in what it did.

It sat close through the waist, where her modest things never sat, and it showed the shape of her tits and arse plainly, the body she kept folded away under wool the rest of the week. Standing there in it with her face gone hot and her eyes too bright, she was a long way from anything the parish would ever have known her for, and he had to sit down heavily on the edge of the bed. *It's another man in this room in two days,* he thought, *his hands on her, the size of him she still can't take.*

"There," he said. It came out rough.

"Don't." She had a hand flat to her own belly, holding the dress, holding herself. "Don't look at me like that or I'll never last out the two days, David. I mean it."

That was all she'd give him of it, and it was plenty. He got up and went to the nightstand and took the ring off her finger. She let him readily, the fingers going loose the second he touched them. Instead of carrying it through to the sill over the sink where it lived of a night, he set it in the little china dish on the nightstand and left it. Two days early. Sitting where she'd catch sight of it each time she came into the room. Her eyes went to it in the dish, then to him in the glass, and neither of them named it.

"He said yes, then." Very quietly, doing up the last of it at her side, not looking round. "You'd never have taken my ring off me if he'd said no."

"He said yes. Saturday. Eight." He watched her take the last of it in, Sean's own word laid down over the wanting she'd carried home out of that field. "He asked was it truly yours as well as mine. I told him you were surer of it than either of us." He waited. "He believed me. He's not a daft man."

She went quiet at that. She ran both hands flat down the front of the green, once, and smoothed it, and he watched her settle the fact of it in herself and go off private with it a moment where he couldn't follow. He let her go there. Wherever it was, it wasn't sorry.

He lay awake a long while that night. Ruth slept heavily against his arm. The green hung ready on the wardrobe door where the streetlight caught it, and the ring sat in the dish a foot from his head. A year he had gone unable to say the thing out loud, even to her. Now he'd said it to a man's face in a cold hall and shaken hands on it, and it was the surest fact in the house. It was a thing in the diary. He'd found the gap and made the month work, the same as any other job of accounts, and it had all come out to a single ringed square on the wall.

Saturday. Two days.
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The knock came at eight. Two raps and no more.

David was up out of the chair before it had finished sounding. He stood a second in his own front room, his heart going. Behind him Ruth came out of the kitchen in the green dress. She'd been in and out of that kitchen for an hour with nothing in it wanting doing. Now she stopped in the middle of the carpet. He looked round at her. They stood a moment either side of the room, and on the far side of the door, in the dark, was the man they'd both spent the whole week thinking about.

"Well," he said.

"Yes." Nothing else. Her mouth had gone short on her. She smoothed the green once, flatly, with her hand. She did not go for the door.

He went and opened it himself.

Sean stood on the step in a clean shirt and his ordinary jacket. He'd come as he'd been told to, with nothing about him got up for the night, and that steadied David more than any amount of swagger would have. He'd half feared a different man on the doorstep to the one off the ladder. It was the same man. He stepped back and let him in out of the cold.

"David."

"You found it, then." Which was daft, because the man had run Ruth home to this door twice. It was only a thing to say while the door shut and the three of them stood in the little hall with the coats.

Sean saw Ruth over his shoulder and stopped. He took her in slowly, the green and all, the whole of what she'd got herself up as. David watched another man's eyes go over his wife in her own hallway and plainly like what they found, and it went to his cock even as it shamed him. Sean said nothing clever.

"Ruth."

"Sean." She had her hands folded in front of her like a girl at the front of a class. The colour was already climbing into her face.

"You're sure of this." He said it straight to her, quietly, not to David, standing there with his jacket still on. The last of the restraint, laid down where she could pick it up or leave it. "I'll not think a thing of it either road. I'll shake your husband's hand and go home."

David held still and let it be hers. It was hers.

"I'm sure." Her voice came out low and even and not in the least bit sorry, and it was the surest he'd heard her sound in a year. "Take your coat off, Sean. You're letting the cold in."

That settled it, the same as a job taken on.
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They went up. There was no other shape the evening could take, and none of them pretended otherwise. The three of them climbing the narrow stairs of an ordinary house, one behind the other, was the strangest thing David had ever done, and he meant to remember the whole of it. He'd left the bedroom lamp on, low. The green looked nearly black in that light. The ring sat in the little china dish on the nightstand where it had sat for two days now, off her hand, clear of what her hand was going to be at.

He sat himself in the chair by the wardrobe. He'd thought about that chair all week, where he'd put it, whether he'd sit or stand, and in the end it was only a chair, and he sat. Sean stood in the middle of the floor and looked at Ruth and did not reach for her. Even now he left the last step to her.

She took it.

She crossed the little bedroom in her stocking feet and put her hands to the front of his shirt. Sean's hands came up at last and took hold of her, one big hand spread flat between her shoulder blades, and he kissed her. David watched his wife get kissed by a bigger man in the light of their own lamp. He watched her go up on her toes into it. He watched her hands work the buttons of the man's shirt without waiting to be told, and the green pull tight across her back where Sean held her. His own cock was hard in his trousers before either of them had a stitch off. *That's my wife's mouth,* he thought, plain and present. *That's the mouth that says grace over the Sunday roast, and she's giving it to the caretaker with her ring in a dish.* He pressed the heel of his hand down against himself and left it there.

Sean got the green off her. He found the side zip of it and worked it down carefully, and Ruth lifted her arms and let him take it over her head. She stood in the lamplight in her plain slip, her dark hair sliding down out of its pins where the dress had dragged at it. Then she reached up and took the last of the pins out herself and let the whole lot fall loose, which was a thing she only ever did in the dark, for him. An undoing. She did it now in front of another man with her chin up. Then the slip went. Then she was down to her bra and her plain knickers: the pale of her, the full round of her arse the modest clothes never let on about, her breasts high and soft under the cotton. Sean looked at her, and his want was plain on him now, held back no longer.

"You're a lovely thing, and no mistake," he murmured, low. Ruth went pink at it all over, at her neck and her chest and the tops of her breasts.

She got him out of the rest of his clothes. She knelt to it, working his belt and his trousers down with her hair loose about her face, and when she had him free David sat forward in the chair without meaning to.

Sean was bigger than him. He'd known it as a plain fact, and he'd stood beside the man in a cold hall three days back and put a word to it. Knowing it and seeing it were two different animals. His cock stood out thick and heavy, darker at the blunt of the head, a thick vein standing up the underside of it, longer than anything David had ever had to offer, and where Ruth's small hand held the root of him there was a good deal left over above her fist. David looked at the plain awful sum of it, half again the size of him, and his own cock jerked hard in his trousers at the very thing that ought to have shamed him quiet.

Ruth looked too, up close, and he watched her breath go out of her.

"You've had that in your mouth once," David said from the chair. His voice came out lower than he'd meant it to. "And you couldn't take it. You told me. You got the head of it and no further, and it broke your heart."

"David." It came out of her small, and it was not a no.

"Try it again." He kept his voice level, and it surprised him how level it stayed. "The whole of his cock, this time. I want to watch you take a man you can't take. The thing you couldn't do." His eyes stayed on her mouth. "Go on, love. As far down as he'll go."

She looked round at him where he sat. Her eyes were already bright and running at nothing, at only being told. Then she turned back and opened her full mouth and took the man in.
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She went at it wholly, past all sense, the same as she went at everything he asked of her now. She took the crown of him into her mouth and worked down, one hand tight at the root, until she got to the place her throat had shut on him before. David saw her whole body brace against the width of it. Then, because he'd told her to, she pushed on past.

Her throat gave. She gagged, hard, and her eyes ran over, and she did not lift off him. She held herself down with the tears running off her chin and her nose pushed nearly to his belly, further than she'd ever once managed on her own smaller husband. The muffled, wrecked sound she made round it went straight through him in the chair. She held it as long as her body would let her, then dragged off gasping, a long string of spit breaking and hanging off him. She wiped her streaming eyes roughly on the back of her wrist. Then she bent and did it again.

"Fuck." Sean got it out low. His big hand had come down into her loose hair, not pulling, only lying there. "Easy, love. There's no hurry on it."

"There is." David was up out of the chair. He hadn't decided to be. He came and stood over the pair of them, his wife knelt on the bedroom carpet with another man's cock in her mouth and her own spit on her chin, and he got his own hand into her hair next to it. "She's spent a year not managing this. Haven't you. Wanting to, and not managing." He eased her head gently down. "Take him. Show me. Take the whole of his cock this time, right down."

And she did. God help him, she did. She pushed down, both their hands light in her hair, and her throat opened round the size that had beaten her twice. She got the root of him against her lips, where her fingers had been, and held there, shaking, streaming, taking a man she could not take because her husband had asked it of her.

Fuck.

David watched Ruth do the one thing her body had sworn blind it couldn't. He heard the low groan drag out of Sean at the feel of it, and thought, wildly, that he might finish in his own trousers like a boy of fifteen, from the sight of it alone.

Then she was off him, drenched and gulping, her chin and chest wet, her eyes red. She looked up at the pair of them stood over her, and she was not the woman who did the teas at the hall, not any longer.

*That's her,* he thought. *That's the one I've been after the whole year.*

"There," he said roughly. "There. Good girl." He drew her up off her knees by the arm. His heart was slamming. "On the bed."
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She sat back on the edge of the bed, and Sean came to her, and David could not stand a foot off it a second longer. He took him in his own hand and fed him into his wife's, and watched her guide him up between her breasts. She'd never had the tits for this, not the great heavy things some women carry. Hers were high and soft, and she had to press them in round him with both hands to make the channel. The sight of her doing exactly that undid him. His good wife, working her own modest breasts round a cock plainly too big for them, the wet crown of him butting up under her chin. Sean rode slowly up through them, slick from her mouth, bumping her chin and her lips and the soft underside of her jaw. She looked down at what he was doing to her, then up at David beside the bed, and her face was one long question she had no words for.

"Look at you," David said, low. "His cock won't even sit right between your tits." His good plain wife, and the caretaker's cock riding up wet under her chin, and he'd asked for every bit of it.

He didn't let it finish there. He wanted the rest, and the night was theirs.

"Lie back," he murmured. He got up onto the bed himself, up at the head of it, and drew her back against the pillows, her head near his knee, so she could see his face upside down over her, and he could see the whole length of her laid out with the man kneeling in at the end. "I've got you. Look at me when you want to. Now let him."

Sean knelt between her knees. He put himself to her, and looked once at David, checking nothing but asking it all the same, and David nodded, and the man pushed in.

Ruth's whole body came up off the bed.

She was soaked, and he heard it, the thick wet sound of her giving as the man pushed the head of himself in. He'd heard of nothing all week but how wet the mere thought of this made her, and even so the size of the man going into her had her gasp and grab, her hand flying back over her head to find David's leg and hold on.

"Slowly." It came out of her thin. "Oh. Slowly, you have to, there's such a lot of him, David, I can't..."

"Easy." Sean stopped where he was, only halfway into her, and held there, sweating, holding himself off her exactly as he had for weeks, and let her stretch round him. "I've all night, love. I'll not hurt you." Then her breath lengthened out of the first snatch of it, and her hips started, of their own accord, to come up for more. "That's it," he breathed. "There she is." He sank the rest of the way home. Ruth made a sound David had never once heard out of her in his life, low and open and past shame. Then the careful man who'd held off her the whole summer fucked her properly. On her own rising cue. And she took him. The slap of his hips came loud in the little room. Skin on skin, and getting less even. The headboard knocked the wall on the back of every stroke, and under it the slick pull of his cock dragging in and out of her.

David held her head steadily in his lap and watched his wife get fucked by a bigger man a foot from his own face, and he couldn't have looked away to save his life.

"Is he bigger than me." He had to have it out of her mouth. He got a hand under her jaw and turned her wet face up to his. "Say it. Is he."

"Don't make me..." It broke off in a cry as Sean drove deep.

"Say it, Ruth."

"Yes." It came out of her cracked and small and enormous. "Yes. God. Yes, David, there's so much of him, I can feel his cock right the way up in me, I can't."

Her eyes rolled and shut.

"It's too much and I don't want it to stop. I don't. God forgive me."

"Does it feel good." His own cock was out in his fist now, hard and leaking, and he'd not decided on that either. He worked himself slowly, watching Sean's cock drag out of his wife slick and shining and shove back up into her cunt, the wet of it loud between them on every stroke. "Tell me. Does he feel good in you."

"Yes." Wrecked, honest, past keeping a single thing back. "His cock, David, it feels, better than, I'm going to. Fuck. I can't." And she was gone. She clenched hard round him and cried out. Her hand flew back and crushed David's knee. She was coming on another man's cock with her husband cradling her head. David watched her whole face come apart. *I made this happen,* he thought, plainly. *And I'd do it again tomorrow.* He had to take his own hand off himself so as not to finish before it was over.
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Sean fucked her through it and kept on, unhurried, a big man in no rush at all, until David felt the change come into it, his breath going ragged, the strokes losing their evenness.

Now. It had to be now. The last thing. The one wall of her he'd never once had knocked down.

"Stop." David's voice came out of him hard. Sean stilled, buried in her, streaming, and looked up. "Not in her. Not that. Come up here." He drew a breath. His heart was fit to come clean out of him. "Ruth. Sit up. He's going to finish, and you're going to take his cum in your mouth."

She went very still under his hands. She knew what he meant the second he'd said it. It was the one thing she'd shut her mouth against with David a hundred times. *A good wife doesn't.*

"David." His name came out of her tiny.

"The finish you'd never give me." He turned her by the shoulders. Sean had come up off her and up onto his knees, his cock out of her and standing wet, and Ruth got herself up in front of it, her hair hanging ruined about her face. "You're going to give it to him instead. And you're not going to pull off him. Do you hear me. You're going to swallow his cum. Every drop."

She looked up at him once. It was all there in her wet bright eyes, her mother's voice and God's and her own from before, gone thin as paper. She did not fight it, or weigh it, or say a good wife doesn't. She opened her full soft mouth and took the head of him back between her lips and sucked, working him fast with her hand and her mouth together, wanting it done, wanting the thing done to her. David crouched close and watched her go after another man's cum with the whole of herself.

"Fuck." Sean gasped it, low, his hand fisting in her hair. "Fuck, love, I'm there, I'm."

"Don't you dare pull off." David had her by the back of the neck. "Take his cum. Swallow it. Every drop, Ruth. The thing you'd never once do for me."

Sean groaned and shoved deep and spilled in her mouth. Her throat worked. She held herself down on him and took it, swallowing round the head of him with the tears standing in her eyes, a thin line of it escaping the corner of her stretched lips and running down her chin. She took a man who wasn't her husband down her throat and swallowed him on command, the one plain thing she'd kept back her whole married life, gone now, given away for good. She milked the last of him with her fist and swallowed that too. Only then, when he was soft and done, did she lift off, gasping, wiping her mouth clumsily on the back of her wrist, and look up dazed and wrecked and lovely to see what she'd done written on the two men above her.

David hauled her up and had his mouth on hers before he'd thought about it, tasting the other man on her, past caring, harder than he'd been in his whole life.
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Sean had the decency to be quick about the after of it. He was up and dressing while David got his wife back onto the bed, and if there was any awkwardness in a big man doing up his shirt in another man's bedroom, he carried it off plainly, the same as he carried everything.

"I'll see myself down," he said from the door, dressed, ordinary again, the whole vast thing of the last hour folded neatly back down to a man leaving a house. He looked at Ruth on the bed a moment, kindly. "Goodnight, Ruth. You look after yourself." And to David a nod, one working man to another, nothing said, because there was nothing that wanted saying and he knew it. Then he was gone down the stairs. The front door went. The van pulled off into the dark, and the two of them were left alone in it with what they'd done.

David got over his wife.

She was still wet from the man, still open, still gasping, her thighs slick and her mouth swollen. He got between her legs and pushed his own cock into her where the bigger man had just been, still slick with another man's cum, and it came easy. She was loose and hot and used, and he did not care a scrap that he was the smaller man in her now. He drove into her, and she wrapped her legs up round him and took him gladly.

"Look at me." He got his hand in her ruined hair. "You gave him the thing you'd never give me. Now say whose you are."

"Yours." It came straight out of her, no coaxing wanted now, her hands dragging him down onto her. "Yours, David. All of it. Even that. Especially that."

"Even that." He was going already, undone by the whole of the night, by the taste of another man's finish still on her tongue as he kissed her, by the plain fact of her, still his. "You're mine, then. However far it goes. Him tonight, and whoever's next, and it's still me you climb into bed with after."

"Whoever's next." She said it back to him, wondering, wrecked, taking him deep, and neither of them marked it in the moment, the next she'd let slip into the room. He came in her hard on it, holding her down, spending himself helplessly in his wife on top of another man's spend. She hooked her ankles behind him and held him deep, shaking under him, and it was the two of them again, only theirs, at the last.
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Afterward he lay heavy on her chest and she held him, and neither of them moved for a long while. Her heart went hard under his ear and slowly settled. The lamp burned low. The ring sat in its dish a foot from his head.

He waited, in the old habit, for the reckoning to come into her. The *what have I done.* The frightened good woman surfacing to take the whole of it back. He'd braced himself for it all week. It was the one part of the night he'd not known how he'd meet.

It didn't come.

She lay under him quietly, and turned her wet face against his hair, and after a while she whispered it, low, into the dark, not sorry in the least.

"He'll want asking again, won't he. Properly. Not left to guess at it."

David lay very still on his wife's chest and made no answer. She'd gone straight past tonight to the next one, and she'd left him the asking of it.

He drew the covers up over the both of them. Her hand came to rest on the back of his neck, and stayed there.


13




Old Ken Sutton said the grace over the harvest supper, and the whole hall bowed its head, and Ruth lowered hers along with the rest of them.

He made a hash of it. He lost his place halfway and started the line over, and somebody down the trestle tables laughed softly and turned it into a cough. Ruth kept her eyes shut and her hands folded on the cloth. The hall smelled of gravy and warm bodies and the chrysanthemums Jean had done for the sills, and under Ken droning on about the fruits of the field and the roof that would keep the rain off them another winter, she sat still and good with her head down. She thought, with not a scrap of shame she could find anywhere in herself, about what she had done in a lamplit bedroom with two men, and felt it warm and aching in her even here, even now, at the long table with her good face on. About what she had swallowed. About how she was not sorry for a moment of it.

"Amen," said Ken, and got there at last, and the hall said it back. Ruth lifted her head with the others and reached for the water jug like a woman with nothing on her mind.

They had done her proud. She felt it all evening as she moved down the tables with the big enamel pots, spooning out the crumble. They had put the supper on half for her. The roof was mended and the kitchen done and a bit besides, and everyone knew whose the fair had truly been, though it was Sean who had got up at the start to say the thanks. He had stood there turning his cap in his two hands and said it in about nine words, which was eight more than he would have liked. The committee, he said, and Mrs Coyle in particular, who he gathered had done about the work of four. And the room had turned and clapped her where she sat, and she had gone hot to the roots of her hair and studied her plate, and been, in front of the whole parish, exactly the good woman they took her for.

"Sit down, love, you've been on your feet since five." Dawn came at her out of the crowd and took the crumble pot clean off her. "It's a wonder your legs still work. Go on. I'll do the far end. You've done plenty for three parishes."

"It's no bother, honestly."

"It's every bother. Sit." Dawn steered her onto the end of a bench and dropped down beside her, breathless and bright, her good earrings swinging. She looked Ruth over warmly, the way she had all night, half a question in it she was too kind to ask straight. "You're blooming, you know. I keep looking at you. You've had a colour on you all autumn." She nudged her. "It suits, whatever it is… don't you dare tell me and spoil it."

"I don't know what you mean," Ruth said easily, and reached past Dawn for the teapot to pour them both one. It came out smooth, no fluster in it anywhere.

"How was the aunt's, then. Retford." Dawn said it round a mouthful of crumble. "You never said. Did the two of you have a nice time down there?"

For half a second the old fright had her, cold as ever, the reflex of a woman raised to believe a lie was a lie and God heard every one of them. Then it was gone, smoothed over.

"Oh, it was quiet," she heard herself say. "You know what she's like. We sat in her front room and she told us all about her hip." She poured the tea steadily. "David near went out of his mind by the Sunday. I had to promise him a pint on the way back just to get him in the car."

"God love him." Dawn laughed and let it go. It was the smallest sort of thing to lie about, and there was no earthly reason to take it for one. So Ruth drank her tea, and knew she had got good at this. The lie had come out of her whole and warm and easy. A year ago it would have kept her awake till dawn. Tonight it would not cost her a wink.

Her mother was three seats down, watching.

Jean had watched her a good part of the evening, kindly enough. She sat straight in her good cardigan with the brooch on it, a cup of tea going cold at her elbow, and her eyes came back to Ruth between every bit of talk, and back again, and would not leave her be. When Ruth caught her at it Jean did not look away. She only tipped her head a fraction and considered her grown daughter across the width of the table, as though she had been set a small sum that would not quite come out.

"You've done something to your hair," Jean said, when the talk let her, too soon.

"I've done nothing to my hair, Mum."

"You've done something. You're wearing it different." She was not wrong. Ruth had left the front of it looser these last weeks, not so hard pinned back, and could not have told you why if you had stopped her at the mirror doing it. Jean's eyes went over her slowly, the loose hair, the good dark cardigan sitting closer than the parish was used to on her, the colour in her face. "You look well," her mother said, and made it sound like a question, and left it unanswered between them in the warm, noisy room. "You look very well, our Ruth. I can't think when I last saw you look so well."

"I've had a good autumn," Ruth said. She held her mother's eye, and did not blush, which was the strangest part of the whole thing, that she found she could hold it now. "The fair going off like it did. It's put everyone in good heart."

Jean weighed her a moment longer. A small figure moved behind her face and would not settle. Then Mrs Enderby leaned in wanting to know about the flowers for Sunday, and Jean turned to answer her, mother and church at once, and the moment folded shut. But Ruth felt it left ajar behind her mother's careful profile. A thing gone back in its box, not latched. Her mother would take it out again another day, in a quieter room, and turn it over slowly. She would not do it tonight. But it was there, and it was coming.

Let it come, Ruth thought, and found she was barely frightened at all, and got up to see about the washing-up, because someone had to, and it was her.

The hall emptied slowly, the way a full hall does, in twos and threes with a great many coats and a great many goodnights, until it was down to the last of them putting the chairs away. Sean was doing them.

He always did the chairs. It was the caretaker's job to lock up after, whatever else a night had been, and he had said as much once, dryly, and it had turned out truer than he had meant it. Ruth came out of the kitchen with her sleeves still pushed up and a damp tea towel over her shoulder. There was David by the door in his coat with the car keys already in his hand, ready to run her home. And there, down the far end with his back half to the room, was the man folding them down flat and setting them on the stack.

She could have gone to the door. It was three steps to her husband and the cold night and their own bed.

She crossed the hall instead.

She did it without quite deciding to. Her feet took her down the length of the parquet past the stacked trestles, and she told herself she was only seeing whether anything else wanted doing before the lights went off. Sean straightened when he heard her, a chair in each big hand, and set them down, and waited, plain and easy, the way he waited on anyone come to say a thing.

"You'll want a hand with the urn before you go," she said. "It wants emptying, or it'll stand stewing all week and Ada will have your life."

"It's done. I saw to it." He set the two down squarely on the stack. "Ta, though."

"Right. Good." She stood there with nothing left she had honestly crossed the room for, the tea towel on her shoulder, near enough now to see the grey coming in at his temple and the whole day's work sitting on him. Near enough, too, to catch the smell of him, sawdust and cold air and clean sweat, and the want of it hit her suddenly, hot and hard, and she had to stand still under it. The thought of what he had done to her in the dark, with her husband watching from the chair, came up on its own, and she had to make herself leave off. Neither of them said anything, and the quiet was full of it. Down the hall, David was watching. She knew he was. She could feel it on the back of her neck, and his watching was part of the thing, always had been. She turned the wet towel once in her hands.

"That back door of ours has swelled up something wicked with the damp," she said, to the stack, mostly. "The one onto the yard. David's no good with a plane, he only makes it worse… he took the top clean off the coal-hole door that way." Then she made herself look up and say the rest of it. "You'd do it in ten minutes. Come round and see to it, when you've a Saturday spare."

Sean took her in. Whatever he had learned to read in her these past weeks, he read now, unhurried, and she stood and let him, warm to her collar and not dropping her eyes.

"I'll come and look at it," he said. Nothing after. Only that, flat and plain, and it was a yes, and they both knew the true size of the thing it was a yes to, and not a soul left in the hall would have caught a word in it past a good wife getting her sticking door seen to.

"Grand," Ruth murmured. "I'll tell David to expect you." She lifted the towel off her shoulder and went back across the hall to her husband, feeling the whole long walk of it, and did not once look round.
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David held the car door for her and shut it after her and went round to his own side in the cold, and got in, and did not start the engine straight off.

He had stood by that door a full twenty minutes with the keys in his fist and watched his wife cross a hall she had every reason to be walking the other way across. He had watched her go the length of it to the man down at the far end, on no errand that would not have kept till morning. He had watched her stand and talk to him with her chin up and her feet going nowhere.

And he had read the shape of it off her back, the way he could read her now from clean across a room. She was doing a thing she wanted to do. She had crossed a floor of her own accord to do it, and nobody had put her up to it.

He had not asked for that.

He had asked for a great many things this last while, halting and plain, in the dark and in a cold shed. Every one of them she had done because he asked, mortified and obedient and his. This she had done because it was hers to do.

"He's going to come and see to the back door," Ruth said into the dark of the car, looking straight ahead through the windscreen at the empty car park. "It's swelled up. I told him you'd expect him."

"There's nothing wrong with the back door."

"No. There isn't." That was all she said. She folded her hands in her lap and let the fact of it sit there in the cold car between them, plain and enormous, wrapped up neatly in a swollen door and a free Saturday.

He looked at her sidelong in the light off the one lamp in the car park. His good wife. She had stood up before the whole room tonight and gone scarlet at being clapped. She had carried the crumble round to sixty people. She had told her own mother a bare lie about her hair without a flicker. And an hour back she had crossed a public hall to arrange, in nine words nobody on earth could touch her for, the next time another man would have her.

His mouth had gone dry and his heart was thudding slow and hard. *She's doing the asking now,* he thought. He had taught her the road and stood well back so she would walk it, and she had the map off him now and had walked on down it, out ahead. She would not wait for him to build the next one. She would build it herself and hand him the watching. His cock stirred in the cold at that, shameful and certain, at his own wife arranging her own downfall in a room packed with the people she was good for.

He started the car. He did not trust himself to say a word, so he drove them home quietly, the two of them silent, the heater coming up slow, the streetlights going over her folded hands and off again.

She went up ahead of him while he saw to the doors and the lights, the old married round of it, David going through the downstairs making all fast the way he did every night of his life. He came up to find the bedroom lamp on low and Ruth at the nightstand in her slip with her back to him, her hair already down out of its pins, doing the small last things a woman does before her bed.

He stopped in the doorway.

She had her wedding ring off. As he watched she set it down, and not on the sill over the kitchen sink where it lived, where he carried it down of a night and she fetched it up of a morning. She had not waited, either, for him to lift it off her finger himself, the way he had done every time it counted these last weeks, his own hand throwing the switch. She set it herself, unasked, into the little china dish on the nightstand.

It was the same dish it had waited in two days early the week of the first time. She put it there of her own hand, on an ordinary Tuesday, with nothing arranged and no man coming.

Because that, he understood, watching her do it, was where the ring lived now. That was where a wife like the one she had turned into kept it. Off. Ready. In the dish, against the next time, whenever the next time came. And it would come, because she had stood in a hall tonight and quietly seen to that herself.

Fucking hell.

It went through him flat and low, no more than that, the whole of it in two words he had never once found a use big enough for in the long year of wanting this. He stood in his own bedroom doorway and looked at his wife's bare hand, and the ring lying in the dish she had set it in without a word from him, and he understood it plainly and for good. The thing he had built had walked out through the door he made for it and gone on ahead of him into the dark. He would spend the rest of his days going down that dark after her with his heart in his mouth. He had done this. And he would not have a moment of it back.

She caught sight of him in the mirror. She did not startle. She looked at him in the glass, the lamp low and gold behind her, her hair down, her hand bare, and something came up in her face he had never had off her before this autumn. It was no anxious hope of a good wife praying she had done right by him. It was a woman looking at a man and knowing exactly what she wanted off him, and meaning to have it.

"Come here," Ruth said, quietly, without a scrap of apology in it. She turned slowly from the glass to face him and put her hand out, the bare one. "I've not finished with you yet tonight."

It was her reaching first that undid him worse than anything the whole year had. Worse than the confession. Worse than the knock at eight, worse than watching a bigger man have her a foot off his own face. Her hand out for him across the lamplit room, and her doing the asking.

He crossed to his wife and took the bare hand she held out, and he was half-hard in his own trousers at that, at his own good wife doing the reaching. She pulled him down gladly and put her mouth to his ear, and the last of the good careful woman he had married said a thing into it, low and plain and filthy and entirely her own. A year back she would not have had the words for it. She had them now, God help the both of them.

He reached over and turned the lamp down the rest of the way. Somewhere in the dark her ring sat waiting in its dish, and a stuck door two miles off would fetch a man round to it on a Saturday, and his wife's hands were already at his shirt and going lower, after his cock, with no shame left in them at all. The whole of what came after that was theirs, and it was only just beginning.
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