

Big Black Closet

Ali Clark


© 2026 Ali Clark. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Some readers may find the explicit content of this story against their beliefs or values and offensive. The author strongly suggests reading the book's description before diving into the book.

Reviews mean everything to a new author. Please email aliclarkauthor@gmail.com if you have suggestions and please write a review on Amazon if you have the time!

Love,

Ali


Contents

The Checkout Line

Sunday Dress

The Lit Window

Concord Grapes

The Spare Room

Dish Water

The Agreement

The First Time Out

Aisle Nine

The Morning Questions

The Next Town Over

The Potluck

The Wait

After Marcus Left

The Busy Week

True

The Reservoir

Candlelight

Midnight Somewhere

The Young One

Two Rooms

Bonnie's Eyes

What She Asked

Company

The Shy One

The Word for It

Stag Night

A First Name Only

Supper with the Teagues

Gabriel

The Lake

The Storm

Solomon

September Full

The First Night

The Year Turns

The Blank Week

The Solo

Choir Loft

The Checkout Line, Again


The Checkout Line

Halloway keeps one stoplight, two steeples, and a Saturday habit: farmers' market on the square till noon, then every cart in town crowding into Fogelman's Grocery. I'm third in line at register two with a cart of potluck supplies and the sweet corn Colin texted me about from his garage. Everyone here calls me Gina. The church bulletins still print Georgiana, and Colin writes it on my birthday cards, and that's plenty of Georgiana for anybody. I'm twenty-five, five years married to a carpenter, alto in the choir, deviled eggs for the homecoming supper, keeper of the potluck sign-up sheet. A quiet life. I keep it gladly, and I mean to go on keeping it.

The line shuffles forward and my cart follows and jams. The front wheel wedges itself behind the candy rack at the end of the lane, and I pull, and it holds, steel bolted to the floor. Heat climbs my face. Behind me somebody steps close.

Then the somebody reaches past my shoulder and takes my jammed cart in one hand.

One hand. He pulls, easy, and the cart comes loose with a bang against the rack, loud enough that the man at the register looks over. The stranger wheels my cart around to my side, sets it beside me, and steps back to wait his turn.

And that's when I actually look at him. A Black man so tall my eye lands level with his chest, so wide he takes up most of the lane. Work tee stretched across a heavy chest. Forearms bare and dark brown and roped with muscle. And his hands — I stare at his hands before I can stop myself — hands big enough to wrap the cart bar whole, fingers meeting around the metal, and he did it with one of them, like turning a key.

"Thank you." It comes out at whisper-size. I try again. "Oh — thank you. Thank you."

He looks down at me. He keeps looking, slow, no change in his face, until I'm the one who looks away, down at his boots on the scuffed floor. Then he looks me over anyway. My face. My mouth. Down the front of my cream sweater, unhurried the whole way, and back up. Every place his look touches is a place I can suddenly feel — my mouth, my throat, the front of my sweater — and I stand there with my hand on my cart handle and forget every word I own.

Have a good day, I mean to say. Drive safe. Something.

"Lord have mercy," I say. Barely air. A scrap of prayer where a goodbye goes, and whether he hears it I couldn't say under oath.

I load the belt with my face burning. Cereal, corn, a block of cheddar, eggs. The bag boy tells me it's finally cooling off for the weekend, and I say, "Yes, thank you," to the wrong question entirely. I pay. I make it three steps toward the doors before the cashier calls out, "Ma'am? Your change," and I have to come back for it with my cheeks still on fire, and at the end of the lane, in the corner of my eye, he's watching.

Outside, the lot glares with sun and pickup trucks. My sedan sits in the second row, and I walk to it and stop, because across the lot the man from the lane is loading a battered pickup — sliding a flat of tomatoes off a cart and onto the truck bed one-handed, the flat weightless in his grip, the bed thumping soft when it lands. His head is shaved close and catches the sun. A full dark beard. Same huge hands curling over the flat's edges.

I watch him lift a second one. I'm watching too long, and I know it the moment he looks up and catches me at it, straight on, across the whole lot, and nods at me. Once. Slow. My breath goes shallow while the nod finishes.

The keys bite into my palm and it takes me a second to make my legs go. Then I hurry to my car and fumble the keys twice, and at my own door I make the mistake of looking back one more time. He's lifting again, and his shirt rides up with the motion — heavy chest, soft heavy stomach, a man built thick from the shoulders down through the arms and everywhere besides — and I look. All of him. A full look, top to bottom, in broad daylight in the Fogelman's lot.

Then I drop into the seat and start the engine and put my eyes on the road.

I scold myself the whole drive home, out loud, actual words in my own car. "A stray spark. That's all that was. A little spark. Sparks die." I order it dead by supper. Dead, swept, ashes out with the eggshells. Five years of Colin, who brings me coffee before I ask and prays with real feeling, and I'm gawking at a stranger by his truck. "Shame on you, Gina Hartwell," I say at the stop sign by the church, and drive on, my ears still hot.

Colin's in the garage in his goggles, sanding a cabinet door for the Kessler kitchen. Sawdust sits gold in his light brown hair. He pushes the goggles up when he sees me. "You're back. Good. Hold this door flat for me a sec?" I hold the cabinet door while he runs the sanding block down its edge, blows the dust off, checks it against the light. He frowns at one end of the door. "Kessler pine drinks the stain crooked. Whole face wants redoing tomorrow." He says it easy, no sore spot, and kisses me with sawdust in his hair, both hands on my waist, wood-tasting, easy, ours.

"Potluck tomorrow," he says. "You want me to taste that casserole tonight?"

"Will you spread the tablecloth for me before five?"

"Sure," he says, slow and easy. "Anything else before five, boss?" He grins at me and goes back to his sanding.

"Store was a zoo, huh?"

"Busy," I say. "Real busy."

The afternoon goes to potluck prep. I peel and chop and fill the oven and run the kitchen louder than the work needs — pans banging, radio up, me singing along — and every time the man surfaces mid-peel I chop harder. Colin comes in to steal a pickle and says the house smells like a diner in the best way. I laugh, and I mean it, and it helps for a minute. At supper we say grace and I lose my place halfway through. I say the amen twice.

Colin showers the sawdust off and comes to bed in his boxers, and when he puts his warm hand on my shoulder I turn into him, because I want him. That part is true and five years deep. He works my nightgown up and I lift my arms and it comes off over my head, and his mouth finds my nipple and suckles slow, his tongue circling until the peak goes stiff against his lips, and heat gathers low in my belly until I'm slick and breathing funny. His fingers find me after that, and I open my knees for my own husband in our own bed, and his fingers work me slow and thorough until I sigh out loud. I reach into his boxers and wrap my hand around his cock, hard and thick and familiar, and he groans into my neck.

He pushes into me slow, the head of his cock catching first, then the long slide of the rest. He goes in and it's the same stretch it's been for five years, still a stretch, and I hook my legs over his back and give him everything. The old bed creaks under us. He grips my waist and finds his pace, and on the next stroke I see it.

The other hands. Dark and huge, wrapped around the cart bar whole.

I try to stay in the room. Colin's face is above me, Colin's breath is on my mouth, and the picture keeps pace with his strokes anyway: those hands closing around my wrists, my body lifted and handled like I weigh nothing. For one second — one — I take it the whole way. A man who doesn't ask. Being taken by him. Pinned, used, before I could get a word out.

I cum so hard I shout, arching up off the mattress, and Colin groans into my neck, "There she is," pleased clear through, and I hold on to him and shake and say his name twice, to prove whose I am.

Colin sleeps the way he does after a long sanding day, down easy, out flat, his breathing gone deep inside a minute.

I lie in the dark and let the picture finish itself. Those hands around my wrists, pinning them over my head. That weight coming down on me with no way to shift it. Nobody asking permission. And me glad the whole time. Held down, handled, glad. I press my knees together under the sheet and I'm throbbing, ashamed, wide awake.

I get up for water.

The kitchen is dark and the window over the sink holds the streetlight and the parked trucks. I drink a whole glass standing in my nightgown on the cold tile. Then I put my hand flat over my heart, and I say it out loud to the dark kitchen, in the voice I save for hard sentences. "It's staying. This thought is staying with me."

It comes out sure. That's what frightens me — how sure.

I try a prayer on it, right there at the sink. Take it from me, Lord; you know I'd give it back. The prayer goes up and back it comes, unhurried as its owner, his fingers around the bar. I rinse the glass and set it in the rack and go back through the house in my bare feet.

Upstairs I slide in beside Colin with my back to him. His breathing keeps its slow deep time. I lie with my eyes wide open.

Across the street the neighbor's porch light stands on over its yard. It blinks off. I am still awake to see it go.


Sunday Dress

The new dress hangs on the wardrobe door where I set it out last night. Navy wool, white collar, hem to the knee. Gray light comes through the curtains and lies flat across the bed, and Colin sleeps on his back with one arm over his eyes. I lie still and look at the dress for a long time before I get up.

The stockings first. Sheer, the pair I save for Easter, and the garters hooked higher than they need to sit, so the dark stocking tops ride close under the hem where nobody will see. Then the dress over them. The wool pulls snug across my breasts and lets go at the waist, and in the mirror I stand longer than I mean to. The collar sits prim. Below it the fit holds me and I turn my shoulders to watch it move. I put my hair behind my ears, then shake it loose again. Sitting down on the bed's edge, I check the hem at my knees, and I check that the stocking tops show when I cross my legs.

Downstairs, coffee. Colin comes in with his collar crooked and fixes it in the hall glass. In the truck I sit pressed to his shoulder the whole way to town and turn my rings around my finger, around again.

"Warm enough?"

"Mm-hm."

The lot at First Methodist fills like it always fills. We take our pew and Bonnie scoots in beside me smelling of hairspray, and we open with the hymn I've sung since I was a girl. My lips move through it with no sound coming out. The verse ends and I never heard the rest of it.

Pastor Teague preaches on forgiveness today, and on the hive. "A hive keeps its own, friends. It knows its own by their coming in and their going out. When a bee has robbed where she should not have robbed — has taken what was not hers to take — the hive does not put her out into the cold. She is smelled, and known, and kept." My hymnal creases in my grip at "robbed." At "smelled, and known, and kept" I quit breathing. He comes back to the hive again and then again, and I flinch at every return, and the last time I lift my eyes he holds them, a full second, from the pulpit straight down our row, until I'm the one who drops my gaze to the felt hat on the head ahead of me. "Though I have known beekeepers slower to forgive than any hive they ever kept," he says, "and this morning I am the slowest one here." The congregation laughs. I stare at the back of that hat instead.

During the last hymn I bow my head. Dear Lord. One word out and the pictures come in under it, all of them at once, the hands first. The prayer stops dead there and the hymn carries on above my head, and I come up at the amen with a dry throat.

The trays come down our row. Pastor Teague speaks the words over us. "The Lord Jesus, the same night in which he was betrayed, took bread." The bread sits on my tongue while he prays over it. Then the cups, each one cool in its tin slot. "This is my body, given for you. This cup is poured for you." I lift the little cup and the picture arrives with it. Enormous hands close over my wrists, both of them caught in one grip, pressed down into white sheets, and my own mouth is open on a sound nobody asked me for. The cup sits on my tongue the whole length of the picture. This is my body. I drink it down, bitter all the way. Under the wool the garters hold and the stockings hold, and I sit with my back straight while the tray goes past, and I press my knees together under the skirt. The sweetness of the juice stays in my mouth through the benediction, and under it, still, the picture.

At coffee hour Bonnie herds me to the urn and keeps me there. "Honey, you look peaky as a cod. Are you coming down with something? Sit — sit — I saved you the good chair and everything." I give her the full-face smile, the one with all my teeth in it. "I'm well, Bonnie. Truly. Just a long week." Her eyes go down the new dress from the collar, over the fit of it across my breasts, on down to my knees, and come back up. I stand straighter so the dress can show its best. She pats my arm and tells the room I make the best lemon squares in the county.

Choir practice runs long. On the top line of the second anthem my voice wobbles and will not hold, and the director stops us with both hands up. "You fighting something, Gina?" I could tell him no. I nod instead, and he hands me a summer cold on the spot, kind about it, and we take the line again from the top. The house is empty when I get home, Colin out in the garage with the cabinet door, and in the hall mirror I stop instead of walking past. I turn my shoulders and watch the hem swing, then give myself the same trip Bonnie's eyes took, collar to chest to knees. My neck goes hot doing it, and I do it once more anyway. Then Colin bangs out of the garage calling my name and I'm on the stairs before I've decided to be.

I hang the dress on the wardrobe door and put on jeans and a soft sweater for supper. Colin watches me chase potatoes around my plate.

"You feelin' all right?"

He turns his fork over.

"You been somewhere else all day."

He keeps his eyes on me while he waits, one thumb working along the edge of the table, ready to hear more if I'll say it.

"I'm just tired."

The words go out small and even and false. Five years of marriage and I have never once handed him an untrue thing. I hand him this one and he takes it. "Early night, then," he says, and just like that he's done worrying, and I let it stand.

After the dishes I run the tub as hot as I can bear and soak till my toes wrinkle. I scrub my face and comb the day out of my hair and pray a little with my eyes shut. The pictures stay. They're still there when I step out onto the bath mat.

Colin goes under fast, his breathing lengthening into sleep before I'm settled. I try to want darkness and rest. The picture comes instead, and with it how badly I want him: enormous hands closing over my wrists. My belly goes warm with it. My nipples harden against the cotton of my nightgown. I lie still for a while, and then my own hand is inside my underwear.

I circle my clit with two fingers, slow, and the wet noise of my own fingers carries across the dark room to my own ears. The picture comes all the way in. The man from Fogelman's, the one whose name I don't know, the one I thanked at a candy rack, puts both my wrists in one of his hands and presses them into the bed. He never asks me a word. He shoves my knees wide and pushes his cock into me all at once, and I'm stretched around how big he is, loud with it, taken, and he moves in me unhurried, all of him, every inch.

I get close. I'm right at it, hips up off the sheet, breath gone loud — and what I am about to do lands on me whole. I am about to finish. In our own bed. To the hands of a stranger. Beside my sleeping husband. I take my hand away. My face burns and my ears burn, and I lie shaking beside Colin until I stop shaking.

In the bathroom I leave the light off and cry where Colin can't hear me, into the hand towel, quiet as I can manage. When it quits I kneel on the cold tile in my nightgown. "Dear Lord." I get two words out and stop where the pictures start. They're all there behind my eyes, patient as deacons at a funeral. I stay down with my forehead against the towel bar, and then I say it out loud, once, to the empty room.

"Lord have mercy. I want it."

Nobody comes down the hall. The tile holds its cold under my knees.

I get up and cross the dark house, past the kitchen, past the glass of water I left at the window the night before. In our room I kneel at the dresser to finish the prayer. "Bless Colin. Keep him, Lord. He has never made me small." That much comes out clean. My knees ache on the floorboards and I stay down anyway, and then I rise.

Climbing into bed beside Colin, my face wet, I can see the doily by the thin gray light from the neighbor's porch light. My knees caught it getting down and up, and it hangs half off the dresser edge, crooked. I reach over and grip it. I keep my fingers on it.


The Lit Window

Colin's lunch pail sits open on the counter and I fill it in the dark, thermos last. The coffee gets made while the floor is still cold through my slippers, and the house is so quiet I can hear the cream slosh when I stir.

He comes down in his work flannel with his jacket over one arm and his hair pushed back wrong.

"You're up before the birds," he says.

"Figured your lunch should be made by somebody awake." I hold up the thermos. "You want the good socks in the door pocket?"

"Got socks." He takes the thermos anyway. "Radio says snow up by the site. Three days, then home."

"Drive slow past the school even if it's empty."

"Ma'am." He kisses the top of my head, breathes in once like the kitchen is something he'll want later, and takes his pail off the counter. "Save me a corner of that casserole."

I follow him out in my robe and stand on the cold boards while the truck backs down the drive. The tail-lights swing at the road and the engine lasts longer than the lights do. I stay out until my feet ache, and then I go in and stand in the kitchen where the coffee is still warm and he isn't.

Tuesday I wash everything we own. Sheets first, then the whites, then his work shirts pinned along the line where his radio usually sits playing to itself. The Widows' Fund casserole comes next, and the Widows' Fund eats on the Hartwell casserole — Grandma wrote the card out in pencil, Mom thinned it with grease marks, and there's a paprika ghost on one corner nobody's had the heart to scrub. That dish has sat at every hard table in this county, funerals and floods and one divorce the Methodists still bring up gently. I brown the beef and boil the noodles and say nothing to anybody, and the dish waits on the counter for Friday.

After the dishes I read my chapter at the table. The words go in and slide straight back out. The kitchen laptop lives in the drawer under the phone book — Colin's castoff, mine now — and I set it on the table and open the lid. Colin fixed both machines to share years back, his lumber orders and my recipes, whatever one of us saves the other wakes up to. Handy, he called it.

I type big hands. I look at the two words and delete them for being too small for what I mean. Then I type it the way the thought actually says it — big Black men — and then, before I can be sorry, the ungentle part after it, the part I don't say out loud even alone. I let it run.

The pictures come up the page. Shoulders first. Men standing in doorways with the frame left over on both sides of them. A man on a bed with a cock thick as my wrist, a fist wrapped around another one that doesn't meet itself through the girth. Dark skin, heavy chests, hands everywhere, and I scroll slow, and my nightgown is suddenly too much cloth.

What would that hand feel like closed over the back of my neck.

My nipples pull tight against the cotton. I cross my legs on the chair and the crossing makes it worse, and I keep scrolling, past a couple under a sheet, past a woman smiling into somebody's phone, down to where the women get held. Wrists caught in one fist above their heads. A woman face-down with a hand spanning her whole skull.

And then her. Cheek turned on the coverlet, breasts pressed out from under her, pushed flat against the mattress by the weight driving into her from behind. One enormous hand prints red across her hip and covers half of it. Her mouth is open and her eyes are shut and there is nothing on her face except being taken. I stay on her. The screen starts to dim and I touch the pad and she comes back up lit.

My hand is under my waistband before I decide anything about it. I'm wet — when did that even happen — slick and easy, my fingers sliding through it and up. I work my clit with two fingers and keep my eyes on her, on the hand on her hip, on the weight she couldn't get out from under if she begged. His hand on the back of my neck. That size on me. Our bed.

I don't stop. I don't stop and I don't stop, and the county drops away, and Colin with it, and everything goes but the size of what my fingers are doing, and it goes through me in long waves with my heel skidding on the chair rung and my teeth sunk in the heel of my own hand, eyes open on her the whole way.

I sit there while it empties out of me. Then I put my forehead down on the cool table and cry, and the laptop light stays on beside me the whole cry. When I'm done I shut the lid on her.

Our bed is all wrong that night. I start in the middle, move to my own strip, end up on his side with my face in his pillow. Sleep comes in pieces and she's in every one of them, cheek down, taken, and I wake once with my hand already between my legs and have to be the one to say no.

Wednesday I wash the rest of it and hang it, pour the old glass of water at the kitchen window down the drain, and run my errands. The post office first, where the postmistress has opinions about the fund supper and I agree to every one. Then the feed store, where Bonnie is loading sugar into a paper sack with her hair clipped up off her neck.

"Honey. Three nights a widow and look at you, holding up better than I would. I'd be eating frosting off a wooden spoon and crying at the weather."

"I've been good. Lamp, book, lights out by nine."

"Nine!" She shoulders the sack. "I'd be on the phone with every soul I ever met. I'm bringing pies till the table hollers uncle, by the way. Pecan, apple, and one butterscotch that's going to be either famous or a crime."

"Save me a piece of the crime."

She laughs and takes her word for my nine o'clock and rattles out to her wagon, and I stand there in the feed store loving her and lying to her in the same breath.

The farmhand who carries out my scratch grain is young and built like a fence post, and his eyes go places I have never let a man's eyes go in front of me. They start at my ankles. They climb — unhurried, taking their time and letting me see them take it — up my legs, up the hem of my denim skirt, my waist, my chest, and stop at my mouth. He sets the sack in my wagon with his gaze still on me. Heat spreads up my throat and I stand there and let the whole road happen. I pay for the grain with my signature wobbling. At the door I turn around and give him one look back, ankle to mouth, the same road in the other direction. His ears go red. I get to the car before my breath catches up with me.

Supper for one. I read my chapter and couldn't tell you a word of it coming back out. Then the drawer, the table, the lid.

On purpose this time. I find her again, the pinned one, and look as long as I want, which is a long while. Then I make a folder and drag her into it. It asks what to call the folder. F, I type. For Fogelman's, I tell myself. Under it I open a note and start to write.

The man from Fogelman's. Flats of tomatoes two at a time. One hand around the cart bar, the whole bar, and room left over. His hands would go around my

I leave it there. Mid-word, mid-want, mine. I leave it open on the screen and cross the front room.

The curtain is shut against the dark and I pull it open a crack, and I look out on the yard — black grass, the bare maple, the far fence post going soft into the field. My reflection hangs faint in the glass in my nightgown, and behind me the kitchen light throws a yellow wedge across the porch boards, out where the county road runs past. Anybody driving by tonight would see me standing in my own lit window.

I let myself want it. All of it, enormous, mine, standing right there in the crack of light. The hand spanning the back of my skull. The weight I couldn't shift. Him lifting me out of my nightgown the way he lifted the flats, one arm, and setting me down where he wants me. My breath fogs a circle on the glass and the cold comes through the cotton and my knees press together under the nightgown and I let them. I lay my palm flat on the pane, and my own fogged breath covers the reflection, so for a second there is nothing in the glass but the black yard and me burning out of it. I stand there and let my body answer, every inch of it, lit up facing the road.

"Lord have mercy," I say to the glass, to the black grass, to nobody.

Then I go back and clean house. My hands are fast now. The history first — all of it, every word I typed and every picture that came up, gone in one drag. Then the folder. F. Into the trash, and I empty the trash, and the folder is gone all the way down. I wipe the table with the dishcloth, slower than it needs, and wring the cloth and hang it over the sink edge. Then I press the laptop shut and slide it back in its drawer and stand a minute in the quiet with my hands flat on the table.

One more walk through the kitchen. Counters bare, chairs in, casserole dish covered and waiting for Friday. I turn off the kitchen light. In the dark, my coffee cup from that morning is still sitting on the table, cold, half full, there all day. I carry it to the sink and set it down.

Upstairs the spare-room door stands open a hand's width, and on the desk past it the shared laptop sits closed where Colin left it Sunday. The folder is in it, and the note too.


Concord Grapes

I say it to the tile again, louder.

"Excuse me — could you tell me which of these are the concord grapes?"

My voice comes back at me blurred off the tile, so I try it another way. "Are these the concords? The dark ones?" A third version, smaller: "Which are sweetest?" The steam thins while I rinse my hair, and the argument runs the whole time. Stay home, says one voice. Bake something. Take the casserole over to the church kitchen and freeze it in portions. He might not even work there, the same voice says. Might've been somebody's cousin, helping out that day. The other voice doesn't bother with words. It just holds up the picture: green crates going into the produce end of Fogelman's, purple clusters, September, Saturdays. Between the two voices I wash my hair a second time by accident.

I try the old scold on while I towel off — a stray spark, sparks die, ashes out with the eggshells — and in the mirror I hear how little of it I mean. The words come out thin and don't land anywhere. I hang the towel and stand there a second, dripping, a woman with a decision in her hand.

The good sweater, the cream knit that fits close across my chest and hangs easy at the waist. The denim skirt. Then the lipstick, berry-red, the one I wear to weddings. I lean into the mirror and paint it on slow and blot it once with a fingertip. A woman looks back at me, dressed on purpose, mouth gone dark and sure. I let her.

Downstairs, Colin sits at the kitchen table with his second coffee and the church section of the paper open in front of him. He looks up, and then keeps looking.

"Look at you. What's the occasion?"

"No occasion." I pour my coffee and sit across from him. "I woke up with a hankering for concord grapes. Isn't that a thing?"

"Concords." He sets the paper down and thinks about it. "Haven't had those since I was a kid. You want company?"

"Stay and finish the Hutchins door. I'm going to wander."

"Grab a bunch for me too, then." He picks the paper back up. "Drive slow past the school."

"I always do."

At the door I stop. "Hey." I turn around. "Good sweater," he says into the paper, pleased clear through with himself, and I go out to the car smiling like a fool the whole way down the drive. None of it untrue. It all went down smooth, and each lie rides lighter than the one before it.

Midmorning, and the Fogelman's lot is already half full, church crowd and Saturday crowd mixing at the doors. I take a cart and push it in past the floor mats.

A neighbor from the raffle committee catches me between the greeting cards and the chips and walks me up and down the whole business: the quilt on display at the bank, the drawing at the harvest supper, would I sell tickets after second service. I hear myself agreeing to the whole string while my eyes go over her shoulder to where the produce bins begin. Pies too, I tell her. She squeezes my arm and heads off toward dairy, satisfied, and I stand there with both hands on the cart and my heart going like I've carried it upstairs.

At the citrus I give my hands a job. Oranges into the bag, out of the bag. A lime rolled under my palm for no reason I could swear to. Down at the far end of the aisle the man from Fogelman's stands stooped into a green crate, and even stooped he takes up the end of the aisle. Work tee under the red apron. Forearms dark and roped, going into the fruit. Shaved head bent to it, black beard at the jaw. The tag on his chest says MARCUS in block capitals.

I watch his back while he works. He takes a bunch out of the crate, turns it, sets it front and center on the bin. His hands do it all, those hands, and every one of my arguments from this morning goes quiet at the sight of those hands.

From the front of the store my raffle lady carries over the bins: "Gina! Don't forget — pies!"

"Two apple and a pecan!" I call back, and heads turn down the next aisle over, and the man in the apron lifts his, and finds me across the length of the store looking at him.

Well. So that's settled. I push the cart down there before I can decide anything about it.

The concords sit in the crate in fat purple clusters with a white bloom on the skins. He lifts one bunch and weighs it in one hand, slow, eyes on the fruit.

"Excuse me." It comes out smaller than I rehearsed it. "Are these the concords?"

"Came in this morning." His voice stays low under the store noise. He turns the bunch over. "First of the season. Sweet, too."

He holds it out to me. I take the other end of it, and he keeps hold.

So we stand there with grapes between us, his fingers under mine on the stem end, warm through the bloom, and the touch lands in my teeth. My knuckles whiten on the stem and I make them let go of that. Above the sweater collar my neck goes hot. My nipples pull up tight against the cream knit and stay that way, and I stand in aisle four of Fogelman's Grocery with a bunch of fruit in my hand praying the knit hides what it can't hide.

"You put them up?" he says. "Jelly?"

"I eat them." My voice finds its regular size somehow. "By the pound."

Something moves at the corner of his mouth. He lets the bunch go easy and turns to the pallet behind him and swings a full crate up onto his shoulder one-handed, smooth as lifting a loaf of bread. The apron takes the strain across his chest, seams pulling, cloth gone tight over all that weight of him, and the arm under the crate goes huge and roped above me. I stare at the pull of the fabric and the arm holding it and lose the sentence I carried down the aisle. I press my thighs together under the skirt.

He's three steps gone with the crate when it comes out of me, point-blank, no rehearsal anywhere in it, louder than I've said anything in this store in five years of Saturdays:

"What's your name?"

He stops. Comes back around easy, no hurry in him anywhere, and sets the crate down on the low shelf.

"Marcus."

Then he looks at me. He takes his time about it, my face and my mouth and the close fit of the sweater and down, unhurried, and he lets me watch him do it, and I stand still and take the whole look. What that hand would do with the hem of this skirt comes into my head, whole and detailed, in the middle of Fogelman's, and I put my hand flat on the cart rail and hold on.

"Cart lady," he says. "By register two."

The cart, the bang against the rack, that whole morning — he's kept it. He holds my eyes a beat past answering, one beat more than the words need.

A cart rattles around the endcap behind us, somebody's Saturday load of kids and bread, and I step back to the citrus and pick up an orange like I came in for oranges. Marcus waits. He rests a hand on the crate edge and lets the quiet sit there until the store noise comes back into it and I come back into it too.

"They're sweet," he says again, low.

"Thank you." I take the bunch off the bin and lay it in the cart seat with both hands, careful as eggs. "They're — I've been wanting these."

"Gina."

He heard it travel over the bins and he kept it, and now he hands it back to me in front of the grapes, saying it slow, and my ears go hot at the sound of me in that voice.

"Enjoy those," he says, and takes the crate back up onto his shoulder.

I had one more question shaped and sitting ready on my tongue — the kind with a time of day buried in it — and I swallow it whole. I push my cart to the registers with my eyes fixed on the aisle ahead. Behind me the crate settles against his shoulder, a heavy, easy sound, a man lifting what he lifts all day long.

Register two, of all the lanes in the store. The bag boy tells me a long story while he bags my grapes — hunting season, an uncle, a dog, I catch maybe half the nouns. I nod in the right places. I pay him and I pay for a bag of oranges I picked up without one memory of doing it, and I push the cart out into the bright lot with my heart going again.

In the car I get both hands on the wheel and hold on. Under the denim my panties are stuck to me, soaked through, clinging where the cloth sat dry an hour ago. I say it out loud once, to the windshield.

"Marcus."

Then again, quieter, the second one just for me.

In the Fogelman's lot the keys sit in my hand. This morning I dressed on purpose. Down that aisle I looked on purpose, and he watched me do it, and then he said my name back to me. I came for grapes. The grapes are on the passenger seat. I know what I came for.

I turn the key and pull out of the lot toward home.

The grapes ride the seat beside me, rolling gentle at the turns. Every red light in town I look over at them. At the last one I reach across and hold the stem end a second, one hand staying on the wheel, and the touch lands in my teeth again on purpose this time.

At home the kitchen is empty and Colin's boots are gone to the garage. I rinse the grapes in the colander at the sink and stand there eating them off their stems, one after another. The bloom washes off under the tap and the purple goes deep, and the sweet of them is low and thick, near wine. I eat four before I breathe right. I fold the stripped stems into a paper towel and set the bundle by the faucet, tucked, where nobody walks.

In the window over the sink my mouth is stained darker than any lipstick I own. The scold is still mine if I want it. I leave the lipstick where it is and pick another grape.


The Spare Room

Colin sits on the spare-room bed with the laptop open across his knees, one thumb at rest on the pad, and he sits so still I stand a second in the doorway before I'm sure he's awake.

He said my name once, through the kitchen ceiling, and that is what put me on the stairs with the flour still on my hands from the raffle pies. The screen lights his face from below. On the screen there are pictures — thumbnails of the shop, the Hutchins door on its sawhorses, the Kessler cabinets — and under them sits a folder with one letter for its name.

F.

I deleted that folder. I sat at the kitchen machine a week ago tonight and watched it go into the trash, and I emptied the trash after it. But the two laptops share a drive, and the drive copied it up here before I ever started scrubbing.

I come into the room. He lets me come. The folder is open on his knees with one picture in it, and under the picture the note window is open with my words in it, half-typed, the cursor still at the end of the line.

The woman is cheek-down on a white coverlet, her wrists caught together behind her back in one black hand, her mouth open. Her hair I know. That coverlet too. I picked her out of a hundred others past midnight and kept her, and my husband has her on his knees.

The note says:

The man at Fogelman's. Produce. His hands went around the cart bar whole — both ends, room left over.

I keep them in the front of my head now. The size. The wrists under the skin. What a grip that size could hold without trying.

I sat in church with them in my lap and

It stops there. I wrote it to get it out of me and it never got out of me.

"Those come up on their own," I hear myself say. "That's spam, Colin. You've had them, everybody gets them, they just — they come up."

The heat rises up my neck in blotches while the words are still going out of me, and his eyes come off the screen and go down to my collar.

"It's a pop-up. It popped and I clicked it, one time, by accident, and there it was."

He looks at me a while. Then he sets the laptop down on the bed beside his leg, screen still lit, and scrolls back to the note, and reads it again.

"It isn't—" I say, and I can't finish it. He goes over my words a second time, top to bottom. I stand in the spare room with flour on my hands and watch my husband read my own handwriting, and neither of us moves, and it goes on, and I break first.

"All right." My voice comes out rough on it. "All right. That's mine. I wrote that."

"The checkout line at Fogelman's."

It comes out of me in a run and I let it run.

"I was there for bread and jam. My cart jammed at the register end and a man reached across me and pulled it free with one hand. One hand, Colin. The whole bar crossed his palm with room left over, and I said thank you twice, and the second thank you was still in my mouth when I thought — I thought about what a man built like that is carrying. I thought about what those hands could do with a woman if he decided to. Lord have mercy, that's what went through me, standing right there between the registers, and it was not aimed at heaven.

"I took it to church. I stood in the choir and sang the descant with it in my lap like a purse I'd carried in. Teague preached the hive that Sunday, how the hive smells its own and keeps the thieving bee anyway, and I heard half of it, because I was back at that cart bar with his hand on it.

"And then you left for the snow site and the house was mine, and the first night I sat in the kitchen with the window lit and the lamp down and I looked. On my phone. Pictures of men. Big men. Black men, Colin — there, it's said. Men built like the man from Fogelman's. Men with hands like his.

"I saved one. A woman on a bed with a hand over her wrists. I made a folder for her and gave her one letter for a name so she'd sit hidden among the casserole files. Under her I started the note, a recipe for something I meant to shop for. Then I looked some more. More, after that.

"You've seen her, so I'll say her out loud. She's cheek-down on a coverlet and one hand has both her wrists and she is not getting up. In the others — I looked at others — they lift you. They pick you up and turn you and set you down where they want you, and you don't walk there, you're carried. And then they take you, and nobody in any of it asks. They take you and they don't ask. That's the part I could not stop wanting.

"His name is Marcus."

His eyes come off the note and onto my mouth.

"Marcus. He stocks produce at Fogelman's. Saturday I walked into that store on purpose and stood at the grapes and asked him his name, and he said it back to me slow, and I carried it home."

I stop. There, it's all out. Colin sits through every word of it without moving, and with each one his head comes down a little more.

We stare at the rug together. There's a boot scuff on it from some winter.

"When did it start?"

"The cart. The Saturday of the cart."

"Have you touched anyone."

"No." The no comes out too fast to be any use, so I say it plainer. "Nobody. Nobody, Colin. I've touched nobody."

We watch the rug some more.

"What do you imagine him doing to you?"

His eyes go to my mouth while I answer, and halfway through I make myself take his eyes instead and hold them.

"He handles me like the cart. One hand, and I go where it puts me. His hands on my wrists, then moving, then on my breasts. The grip pulling my nipples up taut. His thumb goes still on the edge of the laptop while I say it. Being taken, and not asked — that's the want. I've told it no every day for weeks and it doesn't take."

I catch myself pressing my thighs together under the skirt, my nipples hard against the bodice, and he watches me feel that too. The laptop sits on the bed with her lit up in it. Colin stands. He shuts the lid with two fingers, easy, and carries it past me and down the stairs, and I stand in the hall and listen to him set it on the kitchen table.

I grip the door frame. The flour on my hands prints onto the wood.

He speaks from the kitchen, low, to the table.

"I was looking for the Hutchins door pictures."

A gap.

He looks at the table a while. "I read your note over and over. I kept waiting on it to say something different."

I come down as far as the hallway. He sits at the table with the closed laptop in front of him and his forearms on the wood.

"You can have the pastor." It comes out fast. "I'll call Teague myself first thing and tell him all of it, if that's what you—"

"I'm not calling Pastor Teague."

"Then take the truck out to Mom's." My hands go flat on the table. "She'd put you up tonight and never ask you a—"

"I'm not driving to your mother's."

"Bonnie's guest room's made up. I can call her right now and be out from under your—"

"Gina." He's quiet a while. "I'm not going anywhere."

He runs the tap and fills a glass of water and puts it in my hands and stands there till my fingers close on it. Then he goes up the stairs past me and into the bedroom, and I stand in the doorway while he takes his pillow off his side.

"Stay."

"I can't tonight."

"Colin—"

He holds up one hand, palm out, gentle. "I can't tonight, Gina."

He folds the blanket over his arm and goes down the hall, and shuts the spare-room door careful, and the latch goes over soft.

I cry standing up in the doorway, both hands on the frame, and I keep the sound small. The strip of light under the spare-room door burns a while and goes out, and after that the house is quiet.

In our room I pull the nightgown on and his flannel over it, the soft green work one. The doily lies halfway off the dresser edge and I leave it lying. I get into our bed sideways, diagonal across the whole mattress, and pull his spare pillow down the sheet and crush it against my stomach.

The sleeves come down past my fingers.


Dish Water

Two days now of notes on the counter where talking used to be. Casserole dish at church. Feed store before four. Milk's gone up. I write mine in my recipe hand and he answers in pencil. Last night I set one out that wasn't a list — I'm glad you're here — and left it standing against the salt. He stood a while over it, folded it into his jeans, and slept in the spare room again.

This afternoon he mowed the whole yard, grass already short, and came in wiping his neck and saying the blades wanted sharpening. I said they surely did, and that was the longest talk we'd managed in two days. Supper is boxes from the diner on the square. He carries the laptop to the sideboard to make room, lid down, and we eat where it sat — fried chicken, slaw, biscuits in their paper. We push more than we swallow.

"Pies for Sunday?" he says, to the chicken.

"Sunday I'm on tickets," I say, to mine.

That's all the talk either of us can find. Then my phone lights up on the wood between our plates. BONNIE PRUITT. My whole raffle business lives in that name, pies and the ticket table after second service. It rings and rings. Colin looks at it. I look at it. It stops. He hands me a biscuit and we go on with our supper.

After supper he fills the sink.

He washes and I dry. His shirt sleeves stand pushed up over the forearms that do this house's heavy work, and I take each thing out of his hands wet and wipe it down and set it on the counter, plate by plate. Water and the towel are the only sounds.

"I've been dreaming," he says.

A plate goes through my towel. "Bad ones?"

He holds the bowl under the water a long time after it's rinsed. "Can't tell you that part."

"Colin." I set the plate on the counter. "Please. Whatever it is, say it to me. I can hold it. I'd rather hold it than hold this quiet."

He shakes his head and starts on the bowl again. I dry the glasses and set them with the plates and wait him out.

He shuts the water off. His hands drip over the basin. Then he takes the folded paper out of his jeans and lays it on the counter beside the salt. My note, my own hand looking back at me.

"You under him," he says.

My fist goes still around the towel.

"Under Marcus," he says, to the dark window over the sink. "That's the dream. Every night this week. You under Marcus, and me standing in the doorway, and I don't holler out. I don't stop it. I watch."

"I wake up hard," he says. "Hard as I get, fist screwed in the sheet, the dream still going behind my eyes. And the first thing I feel, before I can get a glove on it — I'm glad."

My nipples tighten under the flannel. My Colin. Prays with his whole chest, brings my coffee before I ask. Waking up glad over the same picture that's been eating me alive. And I'm ashamed how glad I am to hear it.

"I know what it means about me," he says. "Liking that. I've had two days to hate it and the hating won't stick."

"I've tried to be sorry. Sat in the garage doing penance over it, prayed it off me. Won't take. I can't make myself sorry, Gina. I've quit trying."

Dry glass. Set it down. Wait.

"And in the dream he doesn't ask you anything." He turns the folded note over with one finger. "He doesn't ask, and you don't tell him no. You go where his hands put you, same as the cart. He handles you like the cart and you love it, and I'm standing in the doorway loving it too."

"Lord have mercy," I say. Just that.

I put the towel down. I reach over and take his wet hand off the basin rim and bring it across and press it flat against me, low, down where the jeans button, and hold it there. Denim. And me soaked through it, past any hiding.

He looks down at his own hand. He spreads his fingers over the wet and presses, the heel of his hand firm up against me through the cloth, and his breath goes out of him slow.

Then he kisses me. Long. Both wet hands come up to my face and dish water runs into my hairline, and I open under his mouth and take his tongue and give him mine. He pulls the flannel open and works my breasts out of the bra cups, one and then the other, his mouth never leaving mine. His palms come up over my bare nipples, his thumbs moving slow, and I'm making a sound into his mouth I don't remember starting.

He steps back a half step and looks at me. Flannel hanging open. Breasts bare out over the bra, nipples dark and drawn up hard.

Then he looks lower, and his hands come to my jeans, and he unbuttons them himself. He drags the zip down and pushes denim and panties down my legs, and I step out of them and stand on my own kitchen floor bare from the waist down.

And he looks, and takes his time about it. My breasts out of the cups, my nipples up hard, and lower, dark hair and wet shining on me. I stand in my kitchen with the supper dishes drying down the counter and let my husband look as long as he wants to. My ears burn. My arms stay at my sides.

He steps into me and comes over me. His hands plant on the counter on both sides of me and his chest comes down over mine and his mouth finds my throat, and his cock rides up along my bare pussy through his jeans. I roll my hips and chase it, rough denim and all.

My hand finds his belt.

He wraps my hand and moves it away, and then his hands go under me — one at my back, one full under my ass — and he lifts me clean off the floor. I lock my legs around him. He carries me out of the kitchen and up the stairs, past the dark windows, my jeans and panties lying where they fell, and I don't walk one step of it. I'm carried.

He shoulders the bedroom door and clicks the lamp on without setting me down, and lays me on the bed. His pillow sits on his side again, blanket folded across it. He sees me looking at it, and then he strips — tee over his head, jeans down — and I shrug out of the flannel and reach back for the bra hook, and then it's him and me skin to skin in the lamplight.

I look at him. My husband. Lean through the middle, forearms corded from the work, a man I've known five years down to the last piece, and he's looking back at me the same way.

He settles over me and puts himself in slow. I'm ready — it goes in one long slide and I arch up off the mattress, and he holds still, deep, breathing through his teeth.

"Tell me about the man in the checkout line," he says. "What you saw. Tell it while I'm in you."

"His hands." Talking with him inside me is strange and it isn't strange. "I saw his hands first. On the cart bar. The whole bar, one hand, room left over."

He draws back and pushes in again, slow.

"He'd pin me. That's what I pictured. My wrists, over my head. Both of them in the one hand. And I pull, and I can't get loose, and then I stop pulling."

"Yes," he says, low, into my neck.

"And he doesn't walk me anywhere. He lifts me. Picks me clean up and sets me down where he wants me. And he takes what he wants." My voice is climbing and I let it climb. "He doesn't ask. Just takes, and while he takes it he watches me — my face while I take it, watching to see me glad. He makes me glad and he watches me be glad and I can't stand how much—"

I'm loud now. I hear it and leave it loud.

Colin's hand closes over both my wrists and pins them into the pillow over my head. One hand. Both wrists. And my gentle husband is done being gentle — he drives into me hard, over and over, deeper than he's ever been, and it's rougher than five years of us, and I take all of it.

"Don't stop," I'm saying. "Please. Please don't stop. Colin—"

And at the top we both go still. Him buried deep. My wrists locked in his fist. Nobody breathing. Then we break together — I cum with my wrists locked in his one hand, saying his name, and he drives in and groans long into my hair and stays there, shaking.

He lets my wrists go and settles beside me, getting his breath back, and looks at my face in the lamp.

I look right back at him and leave everything where I said it.

"I'm not broken," he says. "I kept waiting to break over this, and I haven't." He pushes up on an elbow. "I want to watch you be wanted, and I'm saying it straight. Some big man wanting you silly, right in front of me — I want to see all of it."

"I want to be wanted where you can see it," I say. And then, because we're past careful tonight: "And I want him to be the kind that doesn't ask."

He studies my face. I let him look as long as he needs.

"I've never meant anything more," he says. "Not our wedding day. Nothing."

"Bring them home," he says. "Any man you pick. Bring him home to this bed and I'll be right here watching."

"I'll bring them home," I say, and my voice holds steady the whole way through.

"I'm not sorry," I tell him. "The store. The folder. Every time I went looking. I'm not sorry, Colin."

He brings his forehead down to mine. "I'm not sorry either."

We stay like that, foreheads together, the lamp burning on beside us. Then he reaches over me and turns it off and pulls me in against his chest and lays his arm heavy around me. In the dark I move my fingertips slow along his forearm, up and down, up and down, and I keep at it a long time.


The Agreement

"I don't want a boyfriend, Colin."

I practiced the sentence in the shower this morning, once with shampoo stinging my eyes, and again into the towel after. At the kitchen table it comes out level. My hands lie flat on the wood, and so do his, and the dishes are done and Sunday sits in the window over the sink.

"We've had the big part since Friday night," I tell him. "I bring a man home and you watch, and neither of us is sorry. But a big part isn't a whole. So. Terms."

"Terms." He nods at the table. "You first."

"Nobody hands me to anybody." The words come faster now and I let them. "I walk in on my own feet, and I do the picking, and when I pick him he comes here. To this house. To our bed. No hotels. No second life you can't see. Every piece of it happens where you live."

"Good." He studies our hands on the wood. "Then mine. I can't live without knowing what happens. Whatever a night is, I hear it that same night, from you, in this house. Not secondhand in a parking lot somewhere."

"You won't be."

"And one more." His thumbs press down and stop. "You pick some man, you bring him home, it's good, and you go back for him. What if you fall in love with him?"

Here it is. The one I couldn't get through in the shower. I make myself take his eyes instead of the table.

"I can't promise I won't."

He takes that sitting still. I slide my hand over his on the wood and hold on.

"But I'll promise you the better thing. The minute I suspect it, I say it out loud. To your face, before I even say it to myself. You'll hear it from me first, every time, and I will never make you guess."

"Okay." His breath goes out of him slow. "Then I get the hard one too, since we're being honest at my own table. You want to know if this kills what I've got for you. So ask it."

My hands have left the table and ended up in my lap somewhere along the way. He hooks his chair with one foot, drags it around the corner of the table, sits down beside me knee to knee, and takes both my hands out of my lap and lays them flat on the wood again.

"Will you stop loving me?"

"No." He says it slow and sure. "I've loved you through worse secrets than this one. And this one you handed me yourself. That's a different thing entirely."

"Then here's the last one, and it's mine. Afterward. Any time there's an afterward. No careful words. If you're jealous, say jealous. If I come up that staircase giddy and shameless, say you can't stand it. I'll take your true words over your kind ones every day of my life."

He nods once. "Done. It's in the pact."

"And the nights you can't watch? You're gone three days sometimes, sawdust sites, bad roads. What happens then?"

"Then you tell me after. Every word, in order, all the way to the end of it. Especially the parts you'd rather swallow. I'll want those worst." He sits with that a moment. "And I've picked my seat already, before there's a night to sit through. The corner chair out of the spare room."

The one that sat by the window the week he couldn't sleep in our bed.

"It goes in the corner of our bedroom, and it stays there."

I look at our hands for a while. Then I say the harder sentence, because I'd rather say it now than have him find it out some night and wonder how long I'd carried it.

"I don't want gentle, Colin. Not from them. I want the hands I've been picturing since the store. Hands that don't ask. The kind that put me where they want me and hold me there. That's the true want, and I've told it no long enough that lying to you about it would just be one more secret in this house."

"Okay." He's quiet a moment. "Okay. I watched your face when you told me about the pictures. I just needed to hear you choose it out loud."

"One more piece and the table's done. The finding. I do that too. Not you asking around, not through somebody else. My eyes, my asking, wherever I decide to look."

He doesn't say anything. His hand closes around his water glass and stays there, and I watch his mouth open for it and close again. "I could go with—" he starts, and stops himself, and sits with it. The sun has moved off the sink and onto the floor between us while he works at whatever he's working at.

"The finding scares me worse than anything you've said today," he says then. "You out someplace I've never been, asking some man I'll never see coming. And it's the part I believe, too. You'd never send anybody to do your looking for you."

He stands and keeps my hand and pulls me up out of my chair. "Table's done. Kitchen can keep till supper."

Upstairs the bed is still unmade from last night and the light has traveled to the dresser, so the room is warm and bright at noon. He stands me at the foot of it, facing him, and slides the strap of my nightgown down my arm with two fingers, slow, and stops there with his mouth an inch off the skin, his breath moving on the bare shoulder, and I hear him swallow before he lays his mouth where the strap sat. Then he hooks the hem and draws the nightgown up over my head, and I lift my arms and let him take it, and it drops to the floor and I step out of it for him.

Noon light and nothing on me. My arm comes up over my breasts out of habit, and he moves it down to my side, gentle, and looks. He takes his time over all of me, my breasts first, my nipples going stiff in the bright, then down my stomach and my hips and back up slow, and I stand straighter under it and give him the whole trip. Goosebumps come up everywhere his eyes land.

He catches both my wrists, lifts them over my head, and pins them there with one hand. Firm. I pull in a breath and hold it, and arch my breasts up into his eyes, offering them, and he kisses me deep, his tongue filling my mouth, my wrists held high the whole while. Then his mouth travels down my throat and closes over my nipple and stays. He suckles slow, then harder, teeth light, and moves to the other one, and my arms stay up where he put them and my whole body leans into his mouth. I'm wet and aching and making small sounds I don't bother to hold.

He lets my wrists go and we get to the bed in a tangle, his tee going one way and his pants the other, and his cock is hard and heavy at my hip when he lays me back. I put my mouth at his ear and give him the permission back the same as he gave it to me in the dark.

"I'll bring them home to this bed. Any man I pick. And you'll be right here watching."

His hips press up into me hard and his hand closes on the sheet.

"Colin. Hold my wrists while we finish. Call it a rehearsal for what I'm asking for."

He wraps one hand around both of mine and presses them down into the pillow, careful, and pushes into me, and the stretch of him takes my breath for real this time. He moves slow at the start, deep, his mouth at my throat. I dig my heels into his back and drive up from the hips, and when he holds still to make me wait for it I push higher off the mattress and take him at my own speed, my wrists sawing in his grip, riding him the way I want him. His grip tightens on my wrists the smallest bit, and I come apart under him shouting, and he follows with his face buried in my neck. Both of us breathe hard, my wrists still in his hand.

After a while he asks it into my hair.

"When?"

"Soon." My voice comes out steady. "This week, maybe. And the picking is mine."

"And the chair's mine. I'll carry it up after lunch."

"I'll carry it up. It's going in our room, so I'll carry it."

He laughs into my neck. "Deal."

His thumb moves once over the inside of my wrist where he held it, and then he lets go.


The First Time Out

The top lies on the bed where I set it out this morning. Black, cut low enough that putting it on is a decision. The skirt hangs off the wardrobe door above my boots, and the lipstick stands open on the dresser, red as a barn.

I put the top on first. It means no bra, so I go without, and in the mirror I give myself the trip, mouth to chest to knees, the same road Bonnie's eyes took me on in my church dress, except this time I dress on purpose and I look on purpose and I don't hurry either one. The skirt zips at the side and the hem lands where hems don't land in Halloway. I turn my hips once and watch it swing. The lipstick goes on thick. In the glass a woman looks back at me that I half recognize, dressed for something, and I stand there a second longer than I need to and then I go down before I can talk myself out of the clothes.

Colin has the ironing board up in the kitchen. He runs the iron down his good shirt, collar first, hangs it on the pantry door, and holds his hand out. "Yours."

I give him the skirt. "You'll scorch it."

"I've been doing this longer than you've been driving." He presses the seams slow and hands it back to me warm, and while I step into it in the hallway he shrugs into the good shirt and buttons it, for a night at home, with nobody coming.

He walks me out to the car and stands at the open window with his hand flat on the roof. I settle behind the wheel and look up at him.

"Is my lipstick too much?"

He looks at my mouth a while. "Wrong man to ask tonight, Gina."

I pull out of the drive and watch him in the mirror until the road bends and he's gone out of it. The corn runs black on both sides of the county road. Past the county line the warehouses come up out of the dark, then the neon, then parking lots crowded with trucks, and both my hands stay on the wheel the whole way in, holding on to it.

The Taproom has a band set up in the corner past the pool tables, loud enough that I feel it come up through my boots. I park, sit in the lot, and make myself go in while the going is good. The room smells like beer and fried everything. Half the bar turns on the stools as I cross it, men and women both, and I feel the trip land on me, mouth to chest to knees, and I keep walking and sit down at the rail and order a glass of wine.

The glass comes and I wrap both hands around it and never take a drink. I ordered it to give my hands a job, and the job is holding.

While my eyes go around the room I take in the rest of the crowd. The man in the work jacket at the dartboard, all elbows. A thick one along the bar, wrong for me. Another already gone past drunk. Inside a breath I know which ones I'd send home and which one I'd keep, and the ease of that frightens me worse than any of the looking does. My cheeks burn and I stay put and keep looking.

I mark my man by the pool tables. Heavy through the shoulders, thick in the arms, and the laugh comes off him big enough to carry over the band. Him. I picked him. Out of a whole room, on my own, and nobody in it knows I did it, and I sit there with my whole front going warm, deciding how a person walks across a bar.

I'm still deciding when a bigger man stops in front of my stool. Broad through the chest, tall as the doorframe, bigger than my laugher by enough that I know it at once. He sets his bottle down on the rail beside my glass.

"Wade," he says, and puts his hand out partway.

I put mine in his and his closes all the way around it and then some, and he gives it back to me and takes the seat at my shoulder. I lose the band behind him.

"You're a long way from home, ma'am." His eyes go down to my left hand and come back up.

"Visiting."

"From?"

"East."

He nods and drinks. "Meeting somebody?"

"No."

"Didn't figure." The band takes a song up louder and he leans in so his words land under my ear, and his arm comes down along the rail on top of mine, warm through his sleeve, heavy, and stays. Lord have mercy, I think. A scrap of prayer with nowhere to send it.

We talk some, him leaning, me answering in syllables. His eyes drop to my rings between his sentences and come back up, drop and come back, and he keeps right on talking through it. Then they go lower, to where the top ends, and stay there while I answer him.

So I put my elbows up on the rail and let the neckline drop open in front of him. I watch him take more of me. The blush climbs my throat and he watches that too, and my elbows stay where I put them, because I put them there.

He tips his bottle toward my hand. "So what's a married girl from the country doing drinking alone?" He settles back and waits on it, easy in his seat, and takes a long pull off his bottle while he lets me get there, his eyes staying on my mouth the whole time.

"Nothing. I was only—"

And I'm up before he gets his answer, my stool skidding back across the floor. Through the bathroom hallway before the sentence has a second half, shoulder the bar on the back door, and out into gravel and cold, my boots loud on the alley, around the building to the lot. I fight the key into the door, get in, and shut it, and by the time it's shut I'm shaking hard enough to see my own hands do it on the wheel.

Spark, I tell the windshield. A little spark. I get as far as spark and can't finish the old scold. It won't come.

I shake the whole way home. Both hands on the wheel, the dark fields going by, and I can't pull the shaking apart to see which half is fear and which half is his arm still lying warm along mine. At the end of the drive our kitchen window stands lit, one yellow square on the yard, and I sit in the car a minute with the engine ticking down before I go in.

Colin opens the front door before I reach the step. He takes my coat off my shoulders, looks at my face, and points his chin down the hall. "Tub's up. Plate's under the towel on the counter."

"I couldn't eat."

"It'll keep."

The water has gone a shade past hot and I get in anyway and slide down in it. He comes in with his sleeves pushed up and sits on the edge of the tub.

"I found one," I say, and my voice comes out steady, which surprises me. "Right off. Big through the shoulders, by the pool tables, a laugh that cleared the band. I picked him, Colin. Me. I sat on a strange stool in a strange town and picked a man out of a room."

"Good. Go on."

"And then a bigger one came and stood in front of me and I lost my laugher behind him. Wade. His hand went all the way around mine at the shake. He found the rings first thing and kept going back to them between sentences. Then he leaned in over the band, and his arm came down on mine and stayed, and while I answered him he stayed looking down my open top. So I put my elbows up on the rail and gave him more to look at." I look at the water. "I did that on purpose."

"What did he ask you?"

"What a married girl from the country was doing drinking alone. And I got halfway through answering and ran out the back of the building." I laugh, sitting there in our tub with a wine I never drank left standing on a bar in Stonebridge, and midway through the laugh I'm crying instead, the bath gone lukewarm around me, and he lets me cry, his hand moving my hair back off my forehead.

"The worst part," I say when I can talk again. "The part I can't put down. When he leaned in and his arm came down on mine, I didn't want it gone. I wanted it to stay." I can barely get the words out, and it scares me worse than the bar did, saying it here in our own house.

He is quiet a while. Then: "I know."

He has the bed turned down when I come up. In the dark he gathers me in and holds me a long time before he says anything.

"You went." He finds my wrist in the dark and holds it. "You sat down alone in a strange bar and a strange man sat down beside you, and you stayed on that stool as long as you could stand it. Nobody in this county knows what tonight cost. I know it. Let that be enough for the both of us."

My face is at his shoulder. "I'm going again. I mean it. All the way through a sentence next time. Maybe all the way through a whole glass of wine."

A while of just breathing. "Pick the next Saturday yourself."

We lie in the dark a while. "Which part keeps playing up there?" he asks. "The running?"

"The lean-in." The words come out lower than I mean them. "His arm coming down on mine and staying put. That's the piece on repeat." Neither of us says anything after that, and neither of us moves.

"If I'd stayed," I say into his shoulder, "here's the brave version. I'd have put my hand over his arm so it couldn't leave. And when he asked what a married girl was doing there, I'd have told him true. That my husband knows I came out to choose, and he's home keeping my bath warm. And then I'd have asked him his own question back. What's a big man doing asking small-town girls their business. And we'd have sat there and gone on from there." The words come slower the longer I go. "And he'd have stayed put. And I'd have—"

I lose the end of the sentence into the pillow.

My boots stand on the bedroom floor where I stepped out of them. My hand lies flat on Colin's chest, and I sleep.


Aisle Nine

I stand under the shower until the hot water starts to flag, because this is the last quiet I'll get today and I want to walk into the rest of it with every nerve awake. The sentence gets no rehearsal this morning. Rehearsal is for strangers. I know this man's name, his truck, and the size of his hands, and I've had a month to learn the sentence by heart.

The wine-dark dress goes on over bare skin and zips smooth up my back. I leave my hair down around my shoulders and hook the gold necklaces into place at my throat. In the mirror the dress does what I meant it to do.

Colin leans in the bedroom doorway with his sleeves rolled to the elbow, watching me run my palms down over my hips. "Door'll be open," he says. "I'll be in the good shirt."

"You could tell me to stay home."

"Couldn't." He crosses the room, kisses my mouth once, and goes back down the hall whistling something out of the hymnal, off key.

One stoplight and I'm pulling into the far row at Fogelman's, past the cart corrals, where the early-church crowd never walks. My hands sat easy on the wheel the whole way in. The last hunt cost me a highway and half a sentence. This one is aisle nine.

Saturday carts crowd the entrance. I take a hand basket instead of a cart and walk in the front door. Marcus stands at the produce bins in the red apron, tucking plastic under the flats of grapes, the tag on his chest reading MARCUS for nobody's benefit.

"Marcus."

He looks up from the grapes. "Cart lady."

"I need to ask you a strange thing."

He sets the bunch down and waits.

"It's about—" My ears go hot. I stop. I start again and stop again, my mouth loading the stammer like a truck at the dock. Then I quit fighting myself and say it plain. "It's troubled me a month, and it won't leave, and my husband knows I'm here. I'm asking you to come home with me. Today, after your shift."

He skips the words. I get the look instead, my mouth to my boots, taking his time where the neckline quits and again at my hips. My left hand he finds next, and studies the ring on it. Then his eyes come back up to mine.

"What do I call you?"

"Gina. You know my name."

"I'm not asking your name."

"Married. And asking."

He nods once and turns back to the bin. "Then shop," he says. "I'll find you."

I shop one aisle behind him. He works his way down the store and I trail him past produce, down soup, down cereal, putting things in the basket I won't remember buying. In canned goods a woman from the raffle committee catches my sleeve to ask whether I'm still good for the harvest supper, and I answer her over my shoulder with my face burning while Marcus stacks jars at the far end of the same aisle. I tell her I'm good for the supper, same as every year, and my voice comes out steady as table talk while the man I asked for works twenty feet off with his back to us. She wants to know if Colin can set up the folding tables again this year, and I answer her about the folding tables in a voice that would pass at a funeral, and the whole time one ear stays on the jar lids knocking down at his end of the aisle, and I keep her on the folding tables so I won't have to turn my head. She pats my arm and moves on. I put a bag of grapes in my basket without deciding to.

At the dairy cooler he comes around the end of the case and stops close. I have to tip my chin up to hold his eyes.

"Two o'clock I'm done. I'll follow you home." He lets that stand a second. "And once my truck's in your drive, you do what I say."

I'm suddenly wet, plain and shameless, right there by the cottage cheese, and my face tells on me. "Yes," I say. "Follow me."

He goes back to work.

At the register I pay, walk off, and leave every bag sitting on the belt. The bag boy jogs me down at the door with the sacks. Out in the lot Marcus strips the apron over his head and drops it in the cab of a battered pickup.

I take the county road and check the mirror at the bend by the church sign. The truck sits a length back, patient. It holds that length through the next bend and the one after that, and somewhere past the feed store I quit checking and just drive.

Colin has the front door open before I reach the steps. Good shirt, collar sitting right, hands loose at his sides. Marcus's doors thunk behind mine. He goes up the steps and puts his hand out, and Colin's hand disappears inside it. They stand on our porch holding on past where custom says quit, each man's eyes on the other, and I wait behind them with the groceries.

"She'll do what I tell her in there," Marcus says, quiet. "You'll sit where I put you. You'll stay in it."

"She comes back to me after," Colin says. "Whole. And I hear it tonight, in this house, out of her own mouth."

"That's how it'll go."

They let go at the same moment. Colin steps back and holds the door.

Marcus walks the house once, on his own clock. He looks in the living room, through the kitchen doorway, down the hall to the spare room, and comes back to our bedroom door. The corner chair sits in its place, the one Colin carried up and claimed the week we made the pact. Marcus lifts it one-handed, carries it to the foot of the bed, and angles it at the mattress, near enough that a man sitting could reach the quilt.

"Sit there for me," he tells Colin. "Stay in the chair till I'm done with her."

Colin sits. My knees go loose under me, watching my husband fold into a chair another man has placed.

Marcus turns to me. "Face me while you take it off," he says. "I want to see what I came for."

The plan I'd carried all morning had my back to him the whole time. I face him. I gather the hem in my fingers and pull the dress up over my hips, over my breasts, off over my head, and my hands are shaking by the time it clears my hair. The shake makes it slower than any version I rehearsed, and he stands through all of it with his thumbs in his belt, watching.

"Leave the gold," he says when my fingers rise toward the clasp.

He walks around me once, unhurried, near enough that the warmth of him touches my shoulder as he passes. "Get your arms up for me," he says, and waits. I lift them, and my breasts lift with my arms, the nipples dark and hard with nothing left to hide them. "Now turn, slow, all the way around." I go a full circle and his eyes ride me the whole way around, my breasts, my stomach, ending where I can feel them without seeing, on my bare ass. He takes his time there. By the time he comes around front again I'm soaked, standing still in my own bedroom with my arms up.

He takes a full fist of my hair and pulls me in. The kiss is hard, his beard scraping my chin, his tongue pushing my mouth open and filling it, and the sound I make into him would carry clear out to the parking lot.

He pushes down on my shoulder and I go to my knees on the braided rug. His jeans open. His cock comes out heavy and dark, thick through the middle, the head swollen and lifted against his stomach, and his fist tightens in my hair and steers me in.

"Open your mouth for me."

I open. He lays the weight of it on my tongue and lets me feel him before he pushes. My lips stretch around the girth. He reaches the back of my throat and keeps coming, and I gag around him, and he holds me there feeling me spasm before he draws back and does it again, easier this time. Spit runs down the shaft. I get one hand around the base of him and my fingers don't meet, and he lets me work it while he works my mouth at his own pace. My eyes stream. He watches the whole time, hushed, his chest rising slow.

"This what you drove to town to ask for," he says. "Then take it."

He draws me up by the hair, turns me, and bends me forward over the bed, my cheek in the quilt, my ass up. His hand closes over both my wrists at the small of my back. Both wrists, one hand, and it's bigger than the picture ever was. He puts the head of his cock against me and drives in.

I shout at the first inch. He's bigger than anything I've ever taken, and he doesn't stop to be careful about it. He seats himself to the root while my voice is still climbing, and then he starts to move and the headboard knocks the wall. I'm loud from that first minute. A month of picturing and I never got this far in the picture — the wall knocking, his fist around my wrists, Colin ten feet off in the chair. There's no church left in me anywhere. I call out the size of him and the speed of him and his name and the Lord's, and his free hand grips my hip and hauls me back onto every stroke. The quilt ends up in my teeth. My whole body hangs between his fist and his hips while he takes it at the pace he chose.

Somewhere in the middle of it I find Colin. He sits where Marcus put him, forward on the edge of the chair, forearms on his knees, watching his wife get taken across our bed. I hold his eyes as long as I can. The last thing I see before my eyes give out and shut is his face, steady, his mouth open a little.

I come apart with both wrists crushed in Marcus's fist, shouting into the quilt, and he doesn't stop for it. He chases his own end through mine and finishes deep, and the last strokes print his grip fresh into my wrists.

He lets go and sits back on the edge of the bed, breathing. I slide down onto my side between him and Colin, wrung out, marked, still coming down. My wrist aches where the pressure was, a deep sore ring of it.

I find Colin's hand. "I mean to keep doing this," I say. My voice comes out wrecked and I use it anyway. "End to end."

Colin turns my hand over and looks at the wrist. "I know," he says. "I watched you mean it."

Marcus dresses without hurry and pulls his boots back on. At the bedroom door he stops, one hand on the frame.

"You'll be seeing me again, Gina."

Plain. He lets himself out. Front door, then the truck turning over, then gravel going away down the drive.

The window light has crossed to the west cabinets by the time I come downstairs in Colin's shirt. The grocery sacks sit on the counter where I dropped them, and the grapes are still in among them, bought and paid for and forgotten.

I sit down at the kitchen table and lay my wrist on the wood. Colin's thumb moves back and forth over the ache.


The Morning Questions

Marcus's coffee cup sits in the sink, rinsed and left mouth-down on the rack, and I stand at the counter looking at it while the window over the sink goes from gray to gold.

Down the hall the guest-room door stands open on a stripped bed. I start the coffee and set the griddle heating, because my hands want work.

The first pancakes go on while the pot fills. Colin's arms come around me from behind before the second one turns, his chin down on the top of my head. "Morning," he says into my hair, same as five years of Sundays. My hand tightens on the spoon and holds. The first batch burns black along one side, and I scrape it into the trash and tell him I'll make more, and my voice comes out a stranger's. I reach for my cup and feel the pull in my wrist, and I pull the hand back and hold the wrist with the other one instead. I get into a chair sideways, lowering myself by the seat, and my weight settles right onto the soreness. I put my hands flat on the wood and stay that way a minute, and I think of the pictures again, except they've quit being pictures. They play sound now, and I know all the words.

Colin watches all of it and says nothing about any of it. He fills both cups, tips his head at the good pancakes, and carries the whole business back to the bed.

In bed he sits up against the headboard with his plate across his knees, and I fold my legs beside him in the sweater I slept in and eat one pancake with my fingers. When the plates are down on the nightstand he turns his head to me.

"Tell me the minute before you asked him. What was that like."

"Dry." I look at the window. "My mouth was dry and my hands had nowhere to be, and I stood in aisle nine thinking, ask him now or carry the grapes home and die of it slow." I make myself take his eyes instead. "So I asked him."

My voice drops while I say it. I hear it drop and I let it.

I press my knees together under the covers.

Colin nods at the window a while. "Did it hurt."

"When?"

"The first time he put it in you."

"Like a stretch that wouldn't quit. I felt every inch of him and I kept saying more, and I meant it every time." My ears go hot. "I'm sore right now, sitting here. I'd let him start over this minute."

He waits.

"His hand in your hair. What'd that do to you."

"He had a fist of it and he turned my head where he wanted it, and the rest of me went where the hand went." My voice is lower again. "Colin, I've never been steered like that. I'd have gone anywhere that hand pulled me."

"What'd you say out loud with your mouth full."

My face goes hotter, and I answer faster than I mean to and can't stop. "He said open and I opened. He said wider and I went wider. He said hold still and I held so still my knees shook. He said again and I did it again. He said eyes on him and I found you in the chair, your hand strangled around the arm of it, and I kept my eyes right there with my mouth full of him, and I loved being watched while I did it. I loved every second of it."

I don't recognize my own voice. The words keep coming anyway.

"The headboard knocked the wall the whole time, Colin. First minute to last. I heard it and I couldn't care who else heard it. I was loud with the windows open and I could not make myself quiet down for anything on this earth."

"You looked at me," he says. "Both times."

"I looked at you to make sure you were still mine while it was happening." I reach over and put my hand flat on his chest, over his heart, and leave it there. "And because you watching is most of what I wanted. That's the truth of it."

"Give me your hand."

He gives it. I lay my wrist across his palm and bring his fingers around it and close them for him. "One hand. Both of these." His fingers meet themselves with room left over. "And then it moved down and did this."

I pull the sweater up over my breast and show him. Four finger-prints and a thumb, laid dark across the underside of me like bloom on the concords.

"One hand. The whole breast at once, covered. I couldn't have moved if the house caught fire."

Colin looks a long time. His eyes take their trip, nipple to mark to my mouth, and his hand comes up off the sheet and stops short and goes back down. He says nothing, and neither of us moves.

"You want the truest thing I've got?" I pull the sweater down slow. "The second I was most scared was the second I wanted most. When his hand closed over my wrists and there was nothing left in me that wanted loose — that second. I'd live in it if I got to pick."

"Now you." I turn toward him. "What was it like, watching him pin your wife down three feet from your chair?"

He looks down at his own hands a long while.

"The jealousy lasted about a minute."

He studies the window a while.

"It's the pride has me up nights. I sat there proud, Gina. Proud of you, like I'd had anything to do with building you."

My nipples have been hard under the sweater through this whole morning, and he can see them through the knit, and I make no move to hide them. He reaches over and puts his palm on my knee, and I open my legs for his hand like I've been waiting an hour, which I have.

"Colin."

"I know." He pushes the covers down. "I got you."

He lays me back and works the sleep shorts down over my hips, and his fingers find me swollen and tender from yesterday, and when he slides one into me I lift up after it. The soreness makes it worse and better at the same time, and I grab a fist of the sheet.

And I talk. It's the talking has me lit, so I talk. I tell him how Marcus put me where he wanted me and kept me there. I tell him about the width of him going in, inch on inch, and how full I was after, how I still feel full this morning. Colin's mouth closes over my nipple, gentle around the mark, and his finger works me slow, and both at once is more than I can steer. I get my hand on him. His cock is hard and heavy in my fist, five years familiar, and I hold it and tell him Marcus's was wider, and I feel Colin get harder while the words leave me.

"Take my wrists." My voice breaks on it. "Please. Hold them like he did."

He does. One hand closes around both of them and carries them over my head and down into the pillow, and his fingers settle into the same prints Marcus left.

Both of us go still.

The room is just our breathing. We stay there eye to eye, my wrists in my husband's one hand, and neither of us breathes right for a while. "Lord have mercy," I whisper, and I lift my hips off the mattress after him.

He pushes into me slow, all the way, and then he stops being careful.

He takes me harder than he has in five years, harder than any night we've ever had, and I meet every bit of it and ask for the rest. The headboard knocks our wall again, and this time it's my husband making the knock. I keep talking through it, because the talking is what has me lit. I tell him about being lifted and set where Marcus wanted me, carried like I weigh nothing, put down and held. Colin's pace picks up with every word, and I hold his eyes and don't let go.

I cum with my wrists in his one hand and my eyes open on his face. He watches me the whole way through, and I watch him watch me, and I'm loud for him, loud as yesterday, his name and no name and every name I've got.

He lets my wrists go at the last to hold himself up and finishes with a shout. Colin never makes that sound. I'll hear it in church someday and have to put my head down.

He comes down onto me with half his weight and stays, and we lie there sweating, and my wrists ache where his fingers were, and I don't want the ache gone.

Somewhere downstairs the second batch of pancakes has burned to char on the griddle. The whole house smells of sugar and butter with the scorch under it, and neither of us gets up for it.

We doze and wake and doze, and the light through the bedroom curtains goes from gold to long. I'm hungry by the time we come down. I eat cold pancakes standing at the counter and he watches me do it, and then I sit down at the kitchen table, careful about how I sit, and turn my wrist over on the wood and lay it in his palm.

"I want it again," I tell him. "Sooner than is polite. And I mean to find out what else that man does without asking."

Colin takes my wrist in both his hands. I watch his face while he takes it in.

He gets up and fills my cup, and on the way back past he bends and puts his mouth to my wrist, to the prints, once. Then he sits down with the fresh cup in front of me.

"Good," he says. "I mean it."

"It's this part," I say. "The telling. Saying what he did out loud to you while you look at me like that — that part's mine now."

"I know it." He nods, slow. "And watching you ask — that one's mine. You wanting things and saying so, out loud, at our own table. It stirs me up something wicked, Gina. Don't you stop doing it."

"There's a late service tonight," I say.

Neither of us moves. Through the window the car sits in the drive where we left it yesterday, and it can keep on sitting.

I pull the grocery pad over and write the week's list. Bread. Coffee. My pen stops there, and under bread and coffee I set down a single letter, M, and look at it, and leave it.

Then I read the list back once, out loud, to the kitchen. "Bread. Coffee. M."


The Next Town Over

I turn my rings around my finger so the stones sit against my palm and the plain bands face the room.

The Longhorn makes the Taproom look like a church basement. Pool balls crack behind me, a jukebox works through its honky-tonk, and work jackets line the wall of the dart corner. The bartender sets a glass of wine in front of me and I pay for it and leave it standing, full.

"Come home with me," I tell my wine.

It comes out thin. I say it again, into the glass this time, and again after that, and the last one comes out level all the way through, and I sit there steadier than I've ever sat in a bar. So I look. I work the room with my eyes, jacket by jacket, on purpose, and let any man in the place catch me at it.

A man at the dartboard laughs loud enough to turn heads at the pool tables. Sturdy, heavy through the shoulders and chest, deep brown skin, a short beard, sleeves shoved up over thick forearms. He throws, hits, pulls his darts, laughing with the men around him. In my head the old pictures flick over, wrists in one grip, and here stands a man built that big, close enough to touch.

He looks over. Catches me looking. Holds it, and crosses the floor with his cue, leans the cue against the bar, and takes the stool beside mine, close, his leg coming warm along the side of mine, hip to knee.

"You been watching me miss darts," he says. "I want to know if it's my form or my jeans."

"Your darts are terrible. Your jeans are fine. Do you laugh like that everywhere, or just on Saturdays?"

"Anywhere they'll have me. Darius Cole." He puts his hand out and I take it and his fingers fold mine up whole.

"Georgiana," I say, and he shakes his head.

"Georgiana. That's a church name with a punishment attached. I'm calling you Gi-Gi, and you can fight me about it."

"Gi-Gi." I try it out loud and it sits light.

His eyes go to my hands on the bar. One thick finger hooks the far ring and turns it back over, stones up, and reads it.

"Married?"

"Married." I turn them the rest of the way over with my own thumb and leave them face-up where he set them. "Five years."

His brows climb. "A married woman sitting alone at the Longhorn with a full glass and turned-around rings. That's a whole story, Gi-Gi, and I've heard maybe half of one like it in my life." He reaches over and picks my phone up off the bar. "Let's shorten mine. What do you call him?"

"Colin."

He thumbs the screen, finds the house under Colin, and dials, and I sit still while it rings. He holds the phone out flat in his palm between us.

"Evening." His voice up and running before Colin finishes a word. "Name's Darius Cole. I'm at the Longhorn in Stonebridge sitting next to your wife, and she's about one sentence from asking me home. Figured you'd want it straight before she spends the nerve."

The phone holds quiet a second. Then Colin's voice, small out of the speaker and clear through the bar noise.

"Bring him on home."

Darius grins at the bar top, ends the call, and sets the phone down beside my glass. "There. Now nobody's got to be sneaky about a thing." He signals the bartender and orders a beer. "Where's home at?"

"West. Small town. One stoplight."

"One stoplight." He says it like I've described a miracle. "And what's Colin when he's at home?"

"Carpenter. Good with his hands."

"Man'll need to be."

From the pool tables a voice carries over the jukebox. "Dare! You abandoning us or what?" He puts a hand up without turning around.

"Saturday regulars," he tells me. "The bar'll live. Now. You've been chewing on a sentence since before I walked over. Spend it."

I look at him, at this sturdy man with cue chalk on his knuckles, and I say it.

"Come home with me."

It holds level to the end, and I hear it hold, and I stay on the stool with my knees quiet for the first time all night.

He sets his beer down and looks at me proper, no bar-room left in it. "All right. True answers now. He know for true?"

"He knows everything. There's not a secret left in that house. I never got one past him for a week before he caught it, and now there isn't one to catch."

"You done this before, or am I the experiment?"

"You're the second. I picked the first one out of a produce aisle and I picked you off that dartboard myself."

"And what's he get out of it, your husband, letting his wife haul strangers home?"

"He watches. From a chair in the corner of our bedroom. He says it's the proudest he's ever been, and I watched his face when he said it, so I believe him. And I tell him every word after. That's his half."

Darius takes that in with a nod. Then he picks up my wine and drinks it down to the stem and sets it back empty. "Good. Then we're going, Gi-Gi, and we're going before that level voice of yours changes its mind." He drops a bill on the bar and waves my purse off when I reach for it. "Invited man buys. House custom." He steers me off the stool with his hand flat on my back, warm through my coat, and the hand stays there crossing the whole room.

His truck sits a car length behind my sedan the whole way east. At the light coming out of Stonebridge my back remembers where his hand rode it. The county light comes up and the north road home sits there to my left, ten minutes to a story nobody would ever test, and I sit through the whole red with my hands at a quarter to three before I follow the truck east, and by our mailbox I'm holding the wheel like it's Sunday morning and I'm taking the pastor to church.

The porch light burns over our door. Colin left it on for whoever I brought.

Colin opens the door in his gray flannel and puts his hand out, and the shake runs long, and Darius talks straight through it like it's a porch with two chairs on it. "Darius Cole."

"Colin."

"I know it. I just dialed you." Darius lets the hand go at last, still talking. "Man answers his phone that fast, he means it."

"She'd have it no other way." Colin steps back. "Coffee's fresh. Come meet the chair first."

Colin takes the stairs. Darius follows. I come up the hall behind them and wait at the bedroom door while the two of them stand in the lamplight, the bed made down, the corner chair angled at it exactly where it lives.

Darius looks at the chair and then at Colin. "You picked the right seat, man."

"Reckon I'll keep it a while," Colin says.

"Man with a seat that good ought to." He turns to me. "Take the dress off, Gi-Gi. All of it. And stand over there where the lamp can get you."

My boots are moving before he finishes the sentence. I reach back and work the zipper down, and the green dress comes off over my head and I lay it on the foot of the bed, and my hands never shake once, not on the zipper, not on the clasp behind my back, not stepping out of anything. I stand bare in the lamplight while two men look. The blush shows up late, after everything's already off and there's nothing left to hide it under, and it climbs my face and I let it.

Darius stays put at the door and lets his eyes do the walking. My throat. My breasts, full and heavy, the nipples drawn up tight from the cold of the room. Down the soft of my stomach to the black thatch below my belly, and he takes his time there, and on down my legs to my knees, and back up the return trip easier. I move my feet apart on the floorboards, wider than standing needs, and hold it for his eyes.

He crosses then and takes my mouth, his beard dragging my cheek, his tongue working quick, everything about him quick. Then he turns me by the shoulder to face the wall and comes in behind me, and his hands take a pass down my ribs, my hips, the tops of my legs, going back over what his eyes just did. His hand comes up and closes at my throat, light, a collar.

He gets himself out and fits the head of his cock against my pussy. He's thick, and the first push opens me and stings going in, and I push back onto it to hurry the burn along, and he laughs at that, low, and gives me the rest.

Then his mouth finds my ear and goes slow there — words, breath, the drag of his lips — while his hips set a fast hard pace and keep it. I stop trying to pick between the voice and the hips and give myself to both. The old pictures never had a lamp in them, or Colin in the chair, or a hand working at my throat. What I searched for at midnight never got this far.

"There she is," he says at my ear, easy, while he works me against the wall. "There's Gi-Gi. Married on paper and taking it like she's been starved for it. Best thing come off that highway all fall, and your man knows it. Look at him."

I look. Colin sits forward on the chair with his elbows on his knees, his eyes on where Darius has me, and I hold his look while my voice climbs till it fills the little room. Marcus never got this much of me. I don't take a bit of it back. The hand at my throat tightens a notch when I start to go, and that finishes it. I come apart with my palms flat on the plaster and my voice going the whole way down, and he keeps me moving through all of it and follows after, deep, and I feel him finish in long pulses.

He eases out and steers me to the bed by the hip and I go down in the middle between the two of them, wrecked, staring at the ceiling.

With Marcus I took a whole breath before every order. My hands shook on my own hem. This one said stand in the light and my feet went while he was still saying it. Said all of it and everything came off without a hitch in my fingers. I jumped when he said jump and I liked the jumping, and lying here between my husband and a man I met an hour ago, the speed of me frightens me worse than any hand ever did, and I'd run the whole night back at the same speed, and prouder.

Past midnight the three of us end up in the kitchen, the green dress pulled back on for the walk down the hall, my boots left at the door. Darius sits at the table with the potluck casserole dish and a fork, eating it cold straight from the glass, and I don't offer to warm it. He's at home with the fork.

"What's a carpenter got going at this hour?" he says.

"Gluing up a panel door for the Hutchins job," Colin says. "Glue and clamps, then let it sit. Done right, the joint's stronger than the board around it."

"Clamps." Darius points the fork at him. "Man with enough clamps is never in a hurry. I like this house."

"Come back through," I say. "If the Longhorn's got you on a Saturday, we're a straight road east. The porch light means come on in."

"A light left on and a woman doing the inviting." He shakes his head at Colin. "You're a lucky man, and don't I know it, her being the one that found me."

Colin and Darius run on about clamps and winter wood while I carry my cup to the sink. In the dark window over it I catch my own face, hair wrecked, lipstick gone, the green dress wrinkled where hands worked it. Marcus. And now this one. A month ago my secret had one name in it. Tonight it has two.

The porch light shows over the drive through the window, burning. On my way back to the table I stop at the hall switch, my hand resting on it, and leave it burning.


The Potluck

"Honey." Bonnie's hand lands on my wrist across the dessert table. "Stand still a second and let me look at you."

Behind her the fellowship hall runs loud, coffee urn and casserole lids and Pastor Teague laughing at the far table. Bonnie turns my wrist one way, then the other, and studies me under the fluorescent tube.

"You're lit up like the church sign at Easter. Look at that face. What is it? Tell me everything."

"B vitamins," I say. "From the co-op, can you stand it. And married life with a man who grills." I hand her the serving knife she's been reaching past. "How's your mama's hip?"

"Vitamins." Bonnie studies my face a second longer, then lets it go. "I'm driving to Stonebridge tomorrow, that's all there is to it." She lifts the butterscotch by its tin and holds it out. "Taste this before the Methodists get to it. Tell me straight before it goes in the bulletin."

The fork goes in. "It's both," I tell her. "Famous and a crime."

"Oh — the paprika picture." Her fingers cross the table and land on the edge of my phone, one fingertip already working under it. "Lemme see it. I want to dust mine like—"

My hand comes down over hers before her grip closes.

"It's a terrible picture," I say, laughing. "Under the stove light it looks like a crime scene. I'll send it when it's decent."

"Send it or don't." She pats my cheek on her way back to her pies. "Dust it like that again regardless."

I turn the phone face-down and it stays face-down through the rest of the lunch. When the tables come apart for folding, it rides in my apron pocket while I stack trays, and Bonnie's voice follows me around the hall, her mother's hip, the price of pecans, the choir's Christmas program.

No heat climbs my ears anywhere in the B-vitamin story. I notice it on my way to the coffee urn and keep walking.

Midweek, Marcus passed me a name — Caleb, from over Millbrook way — and nothing else came with it.

He knocks while I'm setting out glasses. I get the door with the porch light burning over him, and the light shows me all of him: square-built, very tall, heavy through the arms, hair cropped close above his ears. His cap is crushed to a lump in one enormous hand, and his eyes hold my porch boards.

"M-Ma'am Hartwell. Marcus spoke for me. On the telephone." A breath. "I'm Caleb. I'm obliged for the— I'm glad. For the invite."

"Then come in and be glad," I say. "Colin's got supper going."

He climbs the steps and passes me into the hall, and at the threshold his eyes drop to the open collar of my blouse and jump back to my face. I reach down and open one more button, taking my time, and watch his throat work.

"Yes ma'am," he says, to the floor.

Colin pours sweet tea all around and settles across the coffee table from us. Caleb takes the front edge of the couch with his knees wide and the cap going soft in his lap.

"Ma'am keeps a— a handsome home." He hears himself and starts over. "Handsome— I mean warm. The house is warm."

"You're kind. Was the drive out easy on you?"

"Roads were clear. The— the temperature's walking-friendly."

I carry it from there, the drive, Millbrook, whether he belongs to the church over there, and he answers me in short solemn pieces while Colin drinks his tea and lets it run. Caleb holds his glass in both hands like it might bolt.

"Ma'am." He straightens. "Before we drink. If it's wanted." He bows his head over the cap in his lap. "Lord, we thank you for this tea, and for this house, and for the hands that keep it. Amen."

"Amen," Colin says, easy.

The little cross lies at my collar and I say amen with the rest of them, pleasant-faced, my voice the same as it is at any table.

Afterward Colin hunts matches in the drawer. "Smoke travels," he says. "Come dark, the whole street smells a man grilling supper for his wife." He pockets the matches and grins at me over the sink. "Potluck crowd watched us load the car at noon. Grill's up before the knock. Built the whole thing myself. Supper, smoke, all before dark."

"You're a menace, Colin Hartwell."

"I know it," he says, and goes out into the dark, and a minute later the first smoke rolls through the yard.

Caleb's glass sits empty on the side table. I take mine and stand and hold out my hand. "Come walk with me down the hall."

He sets the cap on the cushion and comes up off the couch after me.

The guest room has the lamp burning and the window open a thumb's width, the screen between us and the yard. He steps in last and shuts the door behind him.

I stand facing him and open the rest of my blouse.

"Leave the lamp on," I tell him, working a button. "And the shirt. Off, please."

The blouse comes off my shoulders, and his eyes come up to my breasts and stick there.

"Ma'am. I— I beg your pardon."

"You're allowed to look," I say. "It's why I asked you over." I reach back and unhook the bra and lay it on the chair back, and his eyes go where it goes and stay on what it leaves.

My nipples come up under all that looking, and I let him learn it at his own speed.

"Lord," he says, mostly breath.

"Shirt," I say, and he pulls it off one-handed and drops it on the bra. The arms on him are something to see, and I take my time seeing.

He takes my shoulder and turns me around, and his mouth starts at the back of my neck and works its way down my back, unhurried, my skin coming up in goosebumps behind his lips the whole length of it, down and down to my waist. My breath goes shallow somewhere in there.

One hand closes around both my wrists behind me.

Caleb doesn't ask. One push walks me to the bed and puts me down face-first into the coverlet, and the weight of him settles over my back, his knees working in between mine. He reaches down my belly and drags two fingers through the wet of me, once, and I hear how ready I am.

Then he puts his cock to me and pushes in, and stops.

Just the head, and the stretch of it runs all the way up my middle. He holds there while I open around him, then draws back and comes again deeper, and again deeper than that, feeding it to me in long passes while I groan into the coverlet and push back for more of him. On the next one he goes to the root and stays, seated, his hips flush to me, and I feel every inch I've been given.

Somewhere out there Colin turns the meat. The grill lid drops, and my next cry goes out the window with the smoke. Supper on his side of the wall and me on mine.

He sets a pace and holds it, slow and deep, every stroke landing full with his weight behind it. The man barely breathes. The only sounds in the room are the bed and me.

"There," I say. Then again, thinner, "there," and after that I quit talking. The pace is his. Somewhere under all that weight I wait for the woman who walked him down the hall to speak up — slower, more, anything — and she doesn't. The thought of steering him comes, and it won't stay put long enough to say. What's left of me sinks under his. I put my mouth into the coverlet and take what he sets, and it builds low and heavy until I'm shoving back into him with my wrists locked in his fist, and I go over loud, louder than I mean to, and I let it be loud.

He shoves in to the root and stays there, groaning, his grip tight around my wrists until the last of him is spent.

Then he lets me go. My arms fold under me, tingling. His weight rests on my back a while, both of us breathing, the October air cool through the screen wherever the sweat isn't. He eases off me and sits on the edge of the bed.

He dresses with his back to me. At the front door he takes the cap in both hands.

"Ma'am. I'm obliged. For the supper and the—" He stops. "Thank you, ma'am."

The living-room stammer is back in his mouth before his boot reaches the porch steps. I stand in the doorway and watch him go down the quiet street, past the streetlight, gone.

Colin carries the platter in past me and sets it on the table. "Done through," he says, and turns a chop over with the fork to show me the juices. "Not a bit of char on it." He grins.

We eat the best of it standing at the counter, and then the dishes sit where they are and we go up.

In bed I dial Marcus. Every call I've ever made that man has carried a where-and-when. This one I make lying in the dark beside my husband, for the talking.

"Cart lady." His hush comes down the line.

"Your shy one came through."

"Huh." The line sits a second. "He keep the hat on?"

"In his fist from the knock to the front door."

"Caleb's all right. He talk?"

"Not one word after the door."

"Huh." I can hear him turning that over. "Listen. There's a man — Ezekiel. Saturdays, mostly. Heavy through the shoulders, easy smile. You want him this Saturday, he's—"

"Yes," I say, before the sentence lands.

Colin's voice comes out of the dark beside me. "Who's Ezekiel?"

"Marcus's next one. A Saturday man."

Colin turns that over too. "What's he do? For work, I mean."

I turn my face to the window. The phone sits warm at my ear and Marcus waits.

"Marcus," I say into it, "what's Ezekiel do?"

"Freight. Stone yard, east side."

"Freight," I tell my husband. "Out of a stone yard."

Marcus, down the line: "The husband square with Saturday?"

I angle the phone toward the pillow. "He wants to know if you're square on Saturday."

"Tell him Saturday," Colin says.

"He says Saturday."

"Then it's set. Sleep good, cart lady."

He hangs up and I set the phone on the nightstand. One man at my ear and one at my shoulder, the whole call, and neither of them raised his voice.

I slip out of bed and stand at the dresser in my nightgown. I unclasp the little cross from my neck and drop it into the jewelry box, where it goes at night. Last Sunday's bulletin sits folded on the doily where I dropped it, and I turn it over and write his name on the back.

The letters come out the same size as my grocery lists, and my hand holds the line the whole way.

For the hands that keep it, he prayed over the tea. I fold the bulletin small and tuck it under the cross, and shut them in together.

I bring the lid down and snap it shut.


The Wait

The guest room is made up for a man I have never met. Fresh sheets. A towel folded on the chair. The lamp turned down to a glow, because Ezekiel is a come-after-dark man and I want the room to meet him warm.

Downstairs I sit at the kitchen table dressed for him. Plum sweater dress, low in the collar, the boots I can't walk far in, the berry red laid on thick at my mouth. My hands lie quiet in my lap while the coffee cools in front of me. Colin paces. He looks out the window at the drive, comes back, looks at his phone on the counter, paces again. The phone stays dark. I watch the window and he watches me watch it.

The screen lights while I'm still sitting pretty. I'm across the kitchen before the ring finishes.

Gina — listen, I'm sorry true. My cousin's truck went down east side with my tools in the bed and I been wrassling it onto a chain all afternoon. Tonight's gone, honey, and I hate it. I'll make it up to you, that's straight. Rain check and then some.

I read it standing. I sit down and read it again. Then my face crumples right there at my own table, mascara and all, and I cry the ugly way, mad at the cousin's truck, mad at Marcus for vouching a man who can't keep a Saturday, mad at myself for believing a text.

Colin squats by my chair and holds his handkerchief ready until I want it.

"First one," I say into my hands. "The first one I've hunted for myself, and it died on the line."

"It happens." He tucks the handkerchief into my hand. "Night's not over."

He takes the truck keys off the hook and puts them in his pocket. Then he lifts my coat off the door and holds it open behind me, and I put my arms in the sleeves with mascara drying gray under my eyes, and we go.

The roadhouse sits back off the highway past Millbrook, behind a gravel lot of work trucks, a beer sign burning in one window. Inside there are pool tables and men in canvas and wool with their collars up, and a jukebox playing something slow. I take a stool at the bar made up like this, lipstick and all, in the middle of every jacket in the room.

A drunk by the nearest table catches my wrist as I pass and pulls me toward the floor. Big hand, beer breath, pool chalk smudged along the side of his face.

"No," I say.

I wrap my free hand around his thumb and peel it off my wrist, and set his hand back down on his own table. He sways and blinks at me and lets it go. Nobody in the room stops talking. The mark of his grip rides my wrist to the bar with me. The first no I've ever handed a stranger, and it asked nothing of me.

Behind the bar a lean man with his locs tied back works two taps at once, a white towel over his shoulder. He looks at Colin, then at me. One look does it — the made-up face, the mascara, my husband a step behind — and he sets down a bourbon at Colin's hand and something dark and neat at mine.

"True," he says. "What's a married couple doing in my bar on a Saturday?"

I put both elbows on the wood. "I take men home to my husband."

He wipes the bar in front of us, unhurried. "And the husband." A nod at Colin without looking at him. "Can he hold what you bring him?"

"He's held every piece so far."

Colin's bourbon sits untouched and his ears go red at the rims.

True's eyes lift past my shoulder to the tables. "Kenny. Big one, table two, letting the table beat him." I turn and look. A tall man leans over his cue with a loose curl grown out untrained around his ears, built big through the chest, missing shots he shouldn't miss.

"Broke with his girl a month back and he's been chewing himself raw ever since," True says. "He'll mind his manners in a stranger's house. He will not be gentle with you. I'm saying it so you pick him with your eyes open, not on the taste of the beer."

"Yes," I say, before he's done. "Him. Yes."

He studies me a second longer than a bartender needs to.

Then he tears a napkin off the roll and writes on it with the pen from behind his ear, slow, in block letters. MILLBROOK. THE COUNTY ROAD SOUTH. STONEBRIDGE NOW AND THEN. THE LAKE ROAD COME SUMMER. TRUE. He slides the napkin under my glass.

"That's my route. I drift it year-round." He racks somebody's empty bottle. "When I pass through, you'll know before I knock."

I fold my hand over the glass. Under the bar my knees press together.

We finish our drinks. True says something low to Kenny at the tables while I'm putting my coat on, and Kenny leans his cue against the wall mid-game and comes for his jacket. Then we're in the truck running dark east, and Kenny's headlights swing in behind us at the church road and hold there the whole way in.

Colin has the porch light on before the truck stops. He opens the front door and stands aside, and Kenny comes up the step and fills it, big through the jacket, that untrained curl around his ears. Colin puts his hand out.

"True sent me," Kenny says.

"Then you're expected." Colin gives the hand one slow pump, and asks him nothing else.

Colin carries the corner chair in from our room and sets it in the guest-room corner, and sits down in it. In the guest room Kenny crosses to me and takes my mouth first. His fist closes in my hair and turns my head where he wants it, and his tongue goes deep and stays, and the berry red I laid on for another man smears across both our mouths. My nipples come up hard against the knit before his fist has finished turning me.

My back finds the bed. I sit and open my knees, heels digging the mattress, the dress climbing my legs, and he turns me by the shoulder so I face the wall. He shoves the dress up over my ass in one rough handful. My hands go for his belt and he doesn't wait for them. Behind me he drags his shirt off over his head, and I look back at what it uncovers: a heavy chest, the broad gut under it, hands big enough to palm my hip with fingers to spare.

He bends me over the bed. His fingers run through me once, quick, and come away soaked, and the moan that comes out of me is loud in the small room. The head of his cock opens me slow, and then he's in, thick, stretching me around him inch over inch until his gut rests full on my back and I'm shouting into the quilt. My hip catches the chair on the first drive and the folded towel slides to the floor, and neither of us bends for it.

He catches both my wrists in one hand and pins them at the small of my back, and after that he takes his bad night out on me. Hard, then harder, the bedframe knocking the wall in time with the creak of Colin's chair, his grip grinding my wrists together on every drive. The stretch of him turns to a burn and the burn turns into something I chase, pushing back on him as far as his weight allows. My voice goes to a pitch I've never heard out of myself, and in the corner his chair creaks, and I hear Colin lean forward in it.

"Easy," he says, low, almost to himself.

I twist one wrist loose of the fist and throw the hand back over my hip, waving my husband down. Down. Back in the chair. Kenny's grip closes on me again before my arm's done.

The pressure mounts low in me and breaks all at once, and I cry out loud enough to reach every room on this floor while he keeps driving through it, and the second one is taken from me before I've caught my breath from the first. He finishes with a grip that will print, a grunt through his teeth, heat going deep.

He steps back, unhurried now. Jeans buttoned. Shirt over his head. Boots. On his way past the chair he stoops, picks my towel up off the floor, and hangs it straight on the chair back. Then he goes out the door and down the stairs, and the front door shuts, and his truck coughs alive on our gravel and drags itself east.

At the bathroom sink I find the bruise low on my hip, fingertip prints gone dark against the pale. I press one, hard, on purpose, and the ache wakes all over again.

Colin waits in our bed with the lamp low. I lie wrecked beside my husband and tell him the true thing.

"Ezekiel falling through did more to me than Ezekiel showing up would have." I say it into the dark and hear how steady it comes out. "The luck of it, Colin. A bar I couldn't have found on purpose. And every piece of it tonight came at me raw. Nobody planned tonight, and it went through me harder than any night I ever set up."

His thumb finds the bruise on my hip and rests there, light.

"You went and got that yourself," he says.

"I did."

He's quiet a moment. "Reckon that's what I'm proud of."

Before the lamp goes off I get up and cross to the dresser. The jewelry box opens under my hand. Ezekiel's bulletin lies folded under the little cross. I set True's napkin beside it, his route inked crooked across the paper, and close the lid, soft.

Gray light stands in the kitchen window when I come down barefoot in my robe. Colin fries eggs at the stove in his jeans and a tee, the pan spitting, coffee already made. He slides the eggs onto two plates and asks over his shoulder, "That bartender. You suppose he remembers every soul who tells him the truth?"


After Marcus Left

I put the wine dress back on its hanger and take down the plain gray one instead, the shirt dress with the small buttons, the one I wear to the post office. Downstairs a drawer rolls shut. Then the stairs creak and Colin comes through with the corner chair up on end, carries it out of the guest room, and stands it in our bedroom corner facing the bed. He goes back down whistling.

That dress is for men I still have to hunt. Marcus has already been had. Today I want to see what he does when I hand him less.

Gravel pops under the truck tires before I'm down to the last button. I sit on the edge of the bed and leave it for him to think about, and his boots come up the stairs at his own speed. He takes the bedroom doorway whole, jacket still on, hands loose.

Two fingers hook my shoulder and turn me to face him. Then his left hand closes over both my wrists and pins them at my waist, and he looks.

He reads me through the gray cotton. The cloth is thin and my nipples stand in it and he stays there longer than any church is going to approve of. Down over my hips. The hem. My bare legs under it.

I lift my chin. I picked the plain dress for armor and he looks through it like window glass, and I stand there and let him look as long as he wants.

"Off," Marcus says.

He keeps my wrists while I work the buttons with my free hand, clumsy at it. The dress slides off my shoulders when the last one gives, and I step out of it and leave it on the rug. Plain white cotton underneath. I gave him plain cotton and it does nothing. His eyes make the same slow pass over me a second time and my ears go hot.

He walks me back to the wall and puts his mouth on mine, hard, his chest pinning me, his beard dragging my cheek raw. I get two fists in his jacket and hold on.

Then he turns me by the hip and bends me over the foot of the bed. His fist knots in my hair and turns my face into the quilt. I hear his belt, feel two fingers run through me once, quick, and then his cock, thick, pushing past the stretch and deep, all in one drive. I cry out loud and let it be loud.

In the corner Colin sits forward in the chair, forearms on his knees. I find him over my shoulder and hold his eyes while Marcus uses me rougher than the first time, his weight down over my back so there is no getting up from under it, his hips slapping home, the headboard knocking the wall. The fist in my hair tightens when I clench around him, and he rides the clench out harder.

His free hand comes around and settles at my throat. I push up into the grip.

"Tighter."

The word comes out wrecked. His grip closes. The room goes bright at the edges and I cum with his hand still on my throat, my voice filling the room.

Marcus finishes the way he started, hard and deep, and stays buried while he leaves himself in me. When he lets me up I feel it start to run down the inside of my leg. I press my legs together out of five years of habit and quit the habit on the spot.

Marcus dresses easy. At the bedroom door he stops with his hand on the frame. "Your husband's coffee. One pot of that and every diner between here and Stonebridge is ruined for me. That's a complaint."

"Stronger tomorrow," Colin says.

Colin puts his hand on Marcus's shoulder. Marcus takes the stairs. The front door shuts easy, and through the hall window, with the yard going blue toward dusk, I watch the taillights swing out of the drive and go.

My robe hangs off the doorknob. I get into it, and I'm halfway down the hall toward the bathroom when I stop. The bathroom is where a wrecked woman goes to get clean. I stand in the hallway with Marcus still warm in me, and I turn around.

"Colin." My voice holds. "Put your mouth where he left himself."

"I'm not saying you have to — I only—"

I stop, mid-word. Colin's head comes around. He stands at the top of the stairs in the lamplight, very still.

"You mean it," he says.

"Yes." My voice quits on me after that one word, so I nod instead.

He crosses the hall, takes my hand, and walks me backward into the bedroom. The robe comes off my shoulders and lands on the rug next to the gray dress. Then my husband goes down on his knees on our bedroom floor.

His hands come to my hips, light, careful. His mouth follows, a first soft kiss of a tongue through the mess Marcus left in me, and I'm sore and swollen and it goes through me all the same. I grab the footboard.

"Col." Both my hands sink into his hair. "Harder. Don't be careful with me."

He stops holding back. His hands spread me wide and his mouth goes to work in earnest, tongue deep, lips around my clit, sucking, loud and wet in the quiet room, and he stays with it while I open under him. With Marcus I was loud for the room. On Colin's mouth my voice comes out small and ugly and true.

I tilt my chin down. He's already looking up, eyes open, blue-gray and wet-lashed, and they hold mine while his mouth is full of me and another man's leavings. He keeps them on mine while I grind it out against him, my grip tight in his hair, my hips working his face, and I cum with my husband's mouth where a stranger's cock was. His name is all I can say. My fist stays in his hair until the shaking eases.

He rises. He takes my face in both hands and kisses me, full and slow, and it's all there — salt, me, Marcus. I taste another man on my husband's tongue and open mine and take more.

The tub runs hot enough to sting. I work the ring off and lay it in the soap dish on the tub's edge, and sink down to my chin. Colin sits on the closed toilet lid, still dressed, watching the steam.

"My turn to tell it," he says. "You tell them every time. This one's mine."

"Go on then."

"He come up those stairs like he already owned the place. I'm sitting in that chair thinking, there's a man who's never returned a borrowed tool in his life. Then he turned you by the shoulder and I watched your face while those buttons—" He stops himself. Shakes his head. "No. Rest of it keeps till the dark."

I sink lower until the water covers my shoulders. After a while he says, "I keep circling a word. For what I did on that floor."

"Service," he says.

"Service," I say back.

He nods, slow, and looks at the water.

He strips to his tee and shorts while I towel off, and we get into bed with the lamp low.

"I stood in the kitchen most of the afternoon braced to feel shut out," he says. "Had a whole speech ready. Doors and being married and who sleeps where." He rubs his eyes. "Then you turned around in that hallway and asked me the biggest thing anybody ever asked me. And after, lying up against you in the dark — I felt let in. That's all the sense I can make of it. Let in."

His hand finds mine under the sheet.

"I watched him take you from the chair. And it stirred me past anything I figured to feel." His hand tightens on mine under the sheet. "Don't figure I'll get over it."

He talks on in the low lamplight, and I listen, and partway through I catch myself choosing the next thing I'll ask him for.

I get up. The bathroom light still burns. I stand in the doorway with my back to the bed and say the list out loud, because he should have it while it's honest.

"True, when he passes through. A night with two of them — not this week, I don't know when. That table downstairs with the curtains open. And I don't know what all after that, but there's more in me, Colin. There's more."

"All right," Colin says from the bed.

The ring sits in the soap dish on the tub's edge, catching the light. I pick it up and put it back on, and turn off the light with it on.


The Busy Week

Half the county crowds the exposition grounds for the first night of fair week, and the game-lane bulbs burn yellow down both sides of the midway. Livestock barns, cake walks, a band tuning up somewhere behind the grandstand, and fudge and fryer smoke riding over all of it.

I walk the lanes slow in my camel coat with the coat hanging open, and under it the burgundy corduroy dress cuts low and stops at midthigh, and my knees stand out bare in the November air. I dressed like this on purpose. A man in a feed cap lets his eyes drop to my knees and stay there through his whole turn at the milk bottles, and I shift my weight so the hem swings, and I stand in his look as long as he cares to give it.

"Gina! Honey, is the potluck still the Saturday after next?" A schoolmother out of the third-grade room catches me by the cake walk, mittens and all.

"Still on. Are you bringing your noodles again?" I keep my eyes moving over her shoulder the whole time we talk, the coats and the hats and the hands, while she tells me her noodles are requested by name now, and I laugh in the right spots. My knees stand bare a hand's width off her the whole time, and she never once looks down, and I answer her on a held breath and let it go when she does. A 4-H kid in earmuffs sells me a box of fudge off a folding table, and somewhere between the noodles and the fudge I work out that I'm visiting and hunting in the same breath, and neither one is getting cheated.

The ring-toss lane is where I stop. The man beside me is a stranger, tall and lean, rich brown skin, black hair cropped at the ears under a felt hat, a long bend down the nose, and his hands over the rings are rope-scarred at every knuckle.

"The church sign," he says, eyes on the rings. "Which road does it sit on?"

"Out past the grandstand to the county road. North. You follow it past the church sign and keep on."

"How far's on?"

"Till you see a white house with the porch light on. That's mine."

He looks at me then, once, down and up, and goes back to his rings. "I'll find it."

The truck hangs close off my bumper the whole way home, past the church sign and up the drive, and Colin shakes Ray's hand at the door and carries the corner chair in past us and sets it where the lamplight quits.

Ray shuts the guest-room door and kisses me with the hat still on, one hand at the back of my head under the brim, and the kiss is nothing like a question. The brim taps my forehead. His mouth tastes of the cold and of fair coffee, and his hands go to work while the kiss goes on, pushing the dress up my thighs, and his fingers find the lace and drag it down my hips and leave it around one boot. Nobody in the room is talking. He turns me by the shoulder, unhurried, and bends me over the bed, and I hear Colin settle into the chair, boot heels and all.

He steps back and looks, my skirt up, my butt bare in the lamplight, and his eyes go over me slow, down the backs of my legs and up again. Then his palm lands flat between my shoulder blades and presses me down to the coverlet. Behind me he works his belt, and I look back over my shoulder, and his eyes are on where he's about to be, not on my face.

He pushes into me from behind, a slow inch and then the rest of it at once, and my arms fold under me. Both rope-scarred hands clamp hard on my hips, and he moves, short and fast, the same stroke every time, and my breath breaks on the rhythm of it. The coverlet drags at my cheek with every stroke. He hasn't said a word to me since the church sign, and that does more to me than any asking ever did. He asked which road and he's keeping the answer. Take me, I think, at the rhythm of him, whenever you want it, however long. I'd have followed those directions anywhere he said. Early on the felt hat leaves his head and lands on the bedpost, and I never see him do it, and the post wears it the rest of the night.

The pace never varies. He takes what he takes at it and checks with nobody. My knees slide on the spread and he hauls them back under him without breaking stride. The guest-room window rattles in its sash, the band keeping on behind the grandstand, and when I can hold my eyes open I hold them on Colin in the corner chair. He sits forward on the seat edge with his forearms on his knees, close enough to the bed that I could touch him, and I keep his eyes as long as the pace lets me.

Midway through he pulls out, flips me onto my back with a hand on my hip and a hand on my shoulder, and pushes back in before I've finished turning over. He rides that same short hard stroke over me now, looking down at my chest where the dress has shoved loose off it, and he goes deeper when he wants and slower when he wants, and none of the wanting gets announced. I come apart under him with my mouth open and no sound arriving at the crest, and he doesn't stop. He rides me through it and into the next one, and only after that does he finish, buried and silent except for one long breath out through his nose.

He steps back, takes his hat off the bedpost, and dresses unhurried. Colin walks him down. At the door Ray puts his hand out. "Arena runs winters now. I'm around." The truck rolls over the gravel and away, and the fair carries on down the road without him.

Past midnight Colin lies beside me in our own room and I tell him the night in a low voice, flat on my back with my fingers laced behind my head. I skip the order, back to front, the way it wants telling. I keep circling back to the hat on the bedpost, its shadow swinging long on the wall with every stroke, and to how he turned me by the shoulder without spending a single word. Colin's hand slides under the covers while I talk and finds me soaked, and his fingers work slow, and I lose the thread of the hat somewhere in the middle of it.

"The directions," Colin says.

Two words, and I go over his hand. He follows with his breath rough at my ear, and the fair's lights are still burning down the road when we both sleep.

Wednesday I wash the laundry and put a casserole together for the shut-in woman from church, and when I bend to the oven the ache where Ray held them wakes, both sides at once, and I stand in the oven heat and grin at my own kitchen. The dish goes out with the visit and comes home empty.

That evening the grounds are lit again and I go back down. Boone stands at the ring-toss lane, a very large man in a heavy coat, deep brown skin, head shaved smooth, and his laugh carries clean across the midway and comes back off the grandstand. He loses his first handful of rings and laughs harder at that than the winners do, and then he starts winning, and everything he wins he hands to me. By the time the band plays its last set I'm holding a stuffed bear that takes both my arms.

"Set that on your porch and the neighbors will talk," Boone says.

"The neighbors already talk about my fudge."

He takes a feed-store matchbook out of his coat, writes his number on the flyleaf against his knee, and puts it in my hand, and closes my fingers over it with his. His hand goes all the way around mine and past it.

"Stay warm now," he says, and goes off through the crowd whistling.

Friday at breakfast I stir my coffee and tell Colin that Boone is coming to the house tonight.

Colin takes his time with his egg. "Boone."

"From the ring toss. He won me the bear."

"All right." He butters his toast a while. "I'll have the porch light burning early, then."

Afterward I stand at the kitchen window with my hands quiet on the sill. The grounds sit shut up and daylit across the road until dark. I keep seeing Boone's hand going around mine and past it, and I think about what that hand would do taking hold of me, all the way around, everywhere, and I'm wet at my own sink over a stuffed animal before his truck is even due.

Boone's headlights sweep the drive after dark. He fills the hallway with his coat over his arm, and at the foot of the stairs he takes my elbow to steer me up, and his fingers meet all the way around it, and heat rolls up the back of my neck. Colin carries the corner chair in behind us and sets it in the corner. The chair creaks when he sits.

The guest-room windows are open to the band, brass and drum coming faint up the road from the fairgrounds. Boone stands me in front of him and looks me over once, mouth to boots, and bends and kisses me, careful for a man his size, and then quits being careful.

"Windows are open," he says.

"On purpose."

"Then the fair is getting a show tonight, and it didn't buy a ticket."

He lifts me clean off the floor, both hands under me, and sets my back to the wall with my feet clear of the boards, my boots dangling over the rug. One arm holds me up there like I weigh what the bear weighs. He works his belt one-handed and pushes up into me from below, and I jolt up the plaster an inch.

I get loud at the ceiling and his hand comes over my mouth, warm and huge, and stays, and my noise pours out through his fingers anyway. The drums come up the road. The first shell goes up over the grandstand and breaks red past the window, and the boom rolls in a beat behind the light, and I put my hand out sideways without looking and Colin's hand closes over it. I hold my husband's hand between the explosions while Boone holds me up the wall and drives.

Boone moves his hand off my mouth when the last volley starts, and I go loud into the last of the booms, and he follows with a long push that rides me up the plaster another inch and holds there, breathing, while the sparks come down over the grandstand.

He sets me down easy on my boots and steps back and has his look at me, wrecked at the wall, and the laugh comes out of him low for once. "Good night, now," he says at the door, and his hand closes around Colin's, and mine after it, and the truck takes the last of the fireworks down the county road.

When the grandstand goes quiet, Colin and I sit at the kitchen table with the fudge box open between us, and I give him the week. The lanes, the knees, the schoolmother and the noodles, Ray and the hat on the bedpost, the casserole, the bear, the wall. Colin lets me run to the end of it.

"Which part did you like best?"

I press my legs together under the table and give it some thought, and he watches me do the thinking.

"Feet off the floor," I say.

Colin nods slow and keeps that. Then: "What's next week look like?"

"Busier."

Neither of us laughs.

Saturday the grounds across the road sit dark and the town goes back to its errands, and my shoulders carry Boone's arm every time I reach up a shelf. I put Boone's matchbook in the jewelry box under the little cross, in with the names and the napkin and the bulletin. Upstairs the bed is turned down and my nightgown is laid out on my side before I get there. I carry the bear in from the hall and prop him in the corner facing the bed, and Colin clicks off the lamp, and there he sits.


True

"Evening, Mrs. Hartwell."

The knock lands with the voice, both at once, and I know the voice before the door is half open. True stands on the porch with his collar up and his breath showing, empty-handed, dusk gone blue behind him off the fields.

"I wrote a man's route on a napkin once," he says, "and handed it to a woman I figured might keep it. She must have kept it somewhere decent. Look where the route ran me."

The porch light burns over the two of us.

"True—" I get that far.

He turns his palms up, empty. "I came how I meant to come. Flowers mean a man's paying a call. Empty hands mean he's staying for supper. Good thing for you I already picked."

Colin comes up the hall behind me, wiping his hands on his jeans, and waves True in off the porch before I find the rest.

"Supper's the right door," he says. "Get in out of the cold."

True takes the chair at the end of the table and tells the Millbrook night back to us, and the night has grown. In his telling, the drunk who took my wrist has put on weight and a rodeo career, and I have ordered ginger ale.

"That was bourbon," I say.

"In my story you're driving," he says, and Colin laughs — early, surprised out of him — and keeps on. "So there I am, minding my taps, when trouble walks in wearing church shoes. Married woman, berry lipstick, husband two stools down watching her drink her one drink. And this drunk — big fella, pool cue, tells every newcomer he once fought a rodeo clown to a draw — that man got thrown out of his own birthday party, Col. Cake and all. I witnessed it."

"He did not," I say.

"In my bar he did," True says. "So this clown-fighter reaches for my customer, and she takes his thumb off her wrist, sets his whole hand down on his own table, and walks to my bar and tells her marriage out plain, like she's reading it off a hymnal. And the husband sits through all of it on one bourbon and never looks worried. I asked that man one question, and his answer has been paying my bar tabs ever since. Say it again, Col. For the table."

Colin looks at his coffee a while. "Bring what you like," he says. "I'll hold it."

True raises his mug to him and drinks to it, and I sit with my ears burning and let him have the bigger night.

After a while he stands and says he wants to see where a house like this makes its money, and Colin walks him out to the shop. I dry my hands at the kitchen window. Through the glass the light over the bench comes on, and they stand in the sawdust with their heads together, Colin lifting the block plane down off the rack, True turning it over, weighing it. Their talk stays out of my earshot and I let it stay there. Colin tips his head back in there, laughing at something I can't hear, and I dry the same plate twice. Then Colin tears a strip of sandpaper off the roll at the bench, and True leans in and writes on it and hands it back, and Colin folds it into his shirt pocket. When they come in, Colin carries sawdust on his shoulder and the paper corner shows at his pocket. I ask nothing.

Then True takes my kitchen without asking, and I let him keep it. He opens the icebox, brings out onions and butter and the last of Wednesday's roast, and moves the little radio from the windowsill to the middle of the counter. "Supper's in the driveway," he says, already hunting a skillet. "Meat goes on your husband's grill, onions come fried, and we eat at the tailgate. It's cold. Dress for it."

The radio plays while the onions go gold in the pan and the grill takes the meat out in the dark, and the smoke goes up plain over our own dark. We eat on the tailgate with plates on our knees and our breath showing, and True tells road stories with the radio reaching faint out the kitchen window, and Colin laughs again. I keep my hands in my lap the whole meal. It is his kitchen and his supper and his evening, and I find I like being a guest at my own table.

True does the dishes. He runs the water hot, rolls his sleeves, and works through the pans in his own time. I stand at his elbow with the towel, and he hands me a plate when he is done with it, and not before, and I dry each one and wait for the next. Water beads on his forearms. I watch his hands work in the suds and stand there wanting them somewhere else. Behind us Colin sits with his coffee, easy in his chair.

When the last pan is done, True shuts off the water, takes the towel out of my hands, and says, "Bed."

The lamp on the dresser is lit, and True sits on the edge of the bed with his boots off and his clothes still on.

"Here's tonight," he says. "I sit. You stand in that light and take your clothes off — you've had practice — and then you tell me the truth. Whole sentences. Every act men have done to you, every one you never had the nerve to say at your own breakfast table. When the list is done, I stand up. How's a man to know what to take if the woman won't say it?"

I undress with steady hands. The sweater, the skirt, the rest, each piece onto the dresser. The room is warm at my back where the lamp burns and cool everywhere else, and I stand in the light with my arms at my sides.

True looks. His eyes travel down me once, slow, over my breasts, my nipples hard in the cool, and stop where the trimmed hair starts, and stay there long enough that I feel it land. Then they come back up to my mouth.

I burn. My weight goes from one foot to the other. I squirm where I stand, and True keeps his seat.

"You know most of it," I whisper. "I told you at the bar."

"That was bar talk," he says. "This is the bedroom edition. Go on, Mrs. Hartwell. Name it."

The blush climbs my face and lands in my ears. I take a breath and say it at full voice.

"A stranger ordered me out of my clothes and stood me in the light for it, and I liked the standing best.

"I've been bent over a bed and taken with my face in the covers, fast and wordless, and thanked for the directions after.

"A man picked me up off my boots and fucked against a wall with fireworks going off over my head, and I want the floor gone from under me again.

"One put his hand around my throat while he finished in me, and I pulled it tighter with my own hand, and I'd let him do it in front of the whole choir.

"And I want all of it tonight. From you. Rougher than any of them. While my husband sits in that chair and sees exactly what he married."

I go wet on the second sentence. By the last one my voice stays level and I am soaked, and True stands up off the bed.

He crosses the rug and kisses me — his mouth only, no hands anywhere — slow on my mouth, then deeper, his tongue sliding in and taking mine, and the kiss goes on long enough that I sway on my bare feet. He leans back a half inch.

"Good list," he says.

I turn my head over my shoulder. "Colin. Your chair."

"All right." Colin crosses the room and sits, and True gives him a nod, man to man across the lamplight, and Colin nods back.

True pulls his shirt off and gets his jeans down, and his cock stands out of him thick and heavy, and I look my fill while he watches me look. He takes my shoulder and lays me down on my back, and my wrists go up over my head into one of his hands, his fingers closing around them whole. He puts my knees where he wants them. The head of his cock finds me, and the first drive goes deep, every thick inch of him, a stretch that stings and then fills — and my shout comes out of me loud and bare, with Colin three feet off in the chair.

He fucks me hard from the first stroke, his grip a cuff on my wrists, the whole bedframe hammering the wall, and I give the room everything, every sound, on purpose. The midnight pictures never got this far. I'm close too fast — the whole evening has me strung tight — and he feels it and stops. Dead. Buried to the hilt and still, his weight down through my bound arms, and I strain up under him and he waits me out.

"True—"

"Sentences, Mrs. Hartwell."

"Move. Please move. I was right at it and you stopped me on purpose and I can't — please, True, move."

"Better." He gives me one slow inch and holds there.

"TRUE."

"Whole ones. Put the words where I can reach them."

"Please move and make me cum. I'll beg you the whole night, I don't care who hears me, just don't stop again — move, move, please move."

He moves. The pace comes back rough and I climb again, faster this time, and he stops dead a second time, deeper than before, and holds us both in the still. A little light comes in the window, and three feet away I hear Colin's breath go out of him slow, one long pull, and I hold that breath in my ears and clamp down on True's cock off nothing but that sound.

"You stopped me on purpose," I say, loud, "and I love it and I hate it and I will say whatever you want. Please fuck me. Please make me cum. I want my husband to hear me say please. I'll do the whole list again if you finish what you started."

"There she is," True says, and gives me everything.

He takes me through without pause or mercy, the quilt dragging under my fists, my voice climbing past the windows, and I cum shouting with my wrists still in his fist, my whole body snapping tight around him, and he fucks me through it and past it, and when he cums it's deep, his forehead down on my shoulder, his weight coming all the way down before he rolls us off.

He frees my wrists last and rubs each one with his thumb, both prints at a time.

In the dark he props up on an elbow and asks real questions, quiet, and listens to every answer.

"Two churches in a town this size. Which one keeps you?"

"First Methodist. I sing alto. Mama had me on the alto line before I could read the words, and I've never wanted another pew."

"Alto," he says, like he's keeping it.

"And the other one?"

"Smaller choir."

He turns his head toward my other side. "Col. You knew what your wife was first, or did she tell you?"

Out of the dark: "Found it." Then: "She confessed."

"And you stayed."

"I stayed."

True is quiet a moment. "This town going to know about me?"

"It's not," I say.

"Didn't figure. Just wanted it said out loud."

Later the three of us crowd the little bathroom at the top of the stairs, one sink, three elbows. True's toothbrush comes out of his jacket pocket. "Man on a route keeps one on him," he says. Colin and True jostle over the basin and pass the cup back and forth, and I stand in the doorway grinning around my own brush. No man but Colin has ever spent a night under this roof in our marriage. True takes the guest room at the end of the hall and says goodnight through our door, and Colin lies close beside me in our bed with his hand on my arm until I sleep.

I come down to the smell of pancakes. True has the griddle going and the stack already high, the radio back on the counter, Colin at the table with his coffee. I pour mine and sit down with my back straight.

"Colin. I don't want last night to be the once. I want nights like these to keep happening. Men I pick, sleeping down the hall, staying for breakfast. More of it. Not less."

He takes his time about the pancake on his fork. I watch his eyes the whole way through and cannot catch one blink in them.

"I'll buy more sheets," he says.

True points his fork at each of us. "A standing table at the end of a route. A man could plan a whole winter around worse." He loads my plate last. "You're at practice Wednesdays. First Methodist."

"I told you that in the dark."

"Told me plenty in the dark. Some of it twice."

He drains his coffee and gets his coat on at the door, and the porch light is still burning over the step.

"Same light," he says, nodding at it. "I pass through when I pass through. When I do, I do it here."

"Drive slow past the school," I say.

His grin goes wide at that, and he comes down the steps, and he drives off down the drive and turns onto the county road. I stand on the porch until his taillights clear the county road.

I go through the downstairs with a dish towel in my hand and settle nothing, and the sound that stops me comes from the guest room.

Colin is making up the guest bed. Fresh sheets out of the closet, the corners tucked tight, the pillowcase smoothed with his palm. True's sheets are balled under his arm for the wash. He finishes, straightens, and goes past me down the hall.

He leaves the guest-room door standing open behind him.


The Reservoir

I take the county road out of Halloway with the window down a crack and the cold coming through off the stubble fields. The sun stands high and pale, frost still holding in the fence shadows, and I drive with the radio off because I want the drive to myself.

Boone texted at breakfast: Gate duty at the reservoir today. Water's up and the perch are dumb. Come see me on your errands, Gina. I put on my errand clothes, the cream sweater that says feed store and nothing else, and under them the jeans I bought myself two sizes down, the ones I have to lie flat on the bed to zip. Those are for the truck. I told Colin at the counter what was what: Boone's working the reservoir gate, and I'm meeting him at the water, in daylight, in Boone's truck. He heard it out with his coffee halfway up.

"Daylight," he said.

"In daylight."

"In his truck."

"In his truck."

He set the cup down and nodded slowly, and I watched him get somewhere with it.

"Errands," he said. "You were running errands."

"I was running errands."

Then I bent for my boots and the denim pulled tight where I wanted it tight, and in the hall mirror I caught him stopped in the doorway, looking. I took my time with a lace that was already tied. When I got up he handed me my coat and cleared his throat, and he stood there while I backed down the drive and lifted one hand after me.

All the way out I make myself think it through in whole words. Daylight. Fishermen. A truck in a public lot. My face heats at the wheel and I keep driving.

The reservoir comes up gray and still past the last tree line, the county's done it up proper, gravel lot and boat ramp and a trail cut along the bank. Fishermen stand spaced along the water with rods in holders and caps down over their eyes. Joggers come down the trail with their breath steaming. Across the water the county park sits in plain sight, playground and picnic shelters and birthday balloons tied to a table, and every soul over there can read this pull-off like a sign.

Boone's truck waits at the far pull-off, the one past the ramp, the one nobody has a reason to stop in. I walk the gravel past a fisherman who nods and I nod back, and I keep my head down the whole way to the truck.

Boone starts laughing at the windshield and has it chewed down to a grin by the time I reach the door.

"Nice errands," he says.

The cab was built for a man and his lunch. He fills his side of it and most of mine, shaved head bent under the roof, and I climb onto the bench and my elbow goes into his ribs and we start all over laughing.

He gets an arm around me and kisses me slow. Warm mouth, taking its time, his hand coming up to cup my cheek, and for a long minute neither of us works at a single button. My palm lands on his chest and stays. He pushes my sweater up and my bra after it, and he looks his fill before he bends and takes a nipple in his mouth and sucks, and I put my head back and give the windshield my throat.

His hands close on my waist and his fingers meet all the way around me, and that's when the wet finally comes. I'd been wanting him since breakfast, and his hands settle it.

The jeans come off bad. There's no room and no grace. I lift off the seat while he peels them down over my butt, we knock foreheads and crack up, and I work one foot free and leave the rest hanging off my ankle. He gets himself out with one hand, thick and heavy, lying up along his belly, dark at the head, and I bend over his lap and take him in my mouth before he can say one word about patience. I suck him slow, down as far as the angle gives, my hand around what my mouth can't hold, and I come up wet off him and go back down, and above me he breathes through his teeth and gathers my hair off my face with one fist.

Then I climb up, one knee planted on each side of him, and hold him under me and sit down slow. He opens me an inch at a time. Halfway I stop with my forehead on his shoulder, because there's a lot of him and I want all of it slow. I take the rest, my pussy swallowing the last bit, and sit full on him with my eyes shut.

I put one hand flat on the roof of the cab and start riding. Up slow, down slow, the bench springs giving under us, his hands at my hips helping. The windows have fogged white at the edges.

Then gravel crunches off down the lot. Footsteps on the trail side. Distant but coming.

I turn my head away from the window and keep moving, slower.

The footsteps stop close. Through the fog on the glass a shape crouches by the trail, a jogger doing up a shoe.

I go still, seated all the way down on him, one hand flat on the roof, hardly breathing. Boone's palm comes over my mouth, warm and heavy, and I can hear the grin in his breathing. I'm grinning into his hand like a fool. We hold there, me full of him and trembling, while she sees to her lace. The footsteps take off down the trail, faster than they came.

I pull his hand off my mouth and let go. I give the trail a moan with everything in me, loud, louder than I have ever been outdoors, on purpose. Boone laughs low under me, one big hand spanning my back, and I ride him for the trail to hear. Every stroke gets a sound. He reaches between us and finds my clit and rolls it under two fingers, and I quit managing anything and just get louder. The glass has gone white to the corners.

And then more footsteps. Coming, this time. A man's stride, easy, closing on the truck.

A shadow slides across the fogged glass, shoulder-shaped, and stops.

I come apart right there, seated on Boone with his fingers working my clit and a stranger's shadow standing a hand's width from my face, and it takes me from the inside, my pussy clamping down around him, my hand clawing the roof. My knees give out on the bench and my breath goes to pieces, and I hear my own sound bouncing back off the fogged glass, and Lord have mercy runs through my head in a voice that would get me thrown out of choir. My moan comes up against his shoulder and the fogged glass holds it in the cab with us. Boone's hand leaves my clit and locks both arms across my back, crushing me down onto him while I shake, and he grips my hips and hauls me onto all of him and finishes with a groan he doesn't trouble to hide either.

The shadow stays while I sit panting on Boone, my hand flat on the roof, his chest working hard under me, and none of us moves a muscle. Then the footsteps start again, going, and fade off down the trail into the park noise.

We stay put and quiet while they go. Lifting off him is a whole negotiation in a cab that size, and when it's done we start laughing, shaky, strangled, the kind that keeps coming back every time one of us looks at the other. My hair hangs wrecked around my face, stuck at the temples. I wipe a hole in the fog with my sleeve and check the trail. Empty. The birthday balloons across the water are still going.

"You're trouble, Gina Hartwell," Boone says. He isn't laughing now.

He reaches behind the seat, comes up with a paper sack, and splits a sandwich on the steering wheel. We eat his gate-duty lunch in the wreck we made, quiet, still bursting out now and then, and he tucks my hair back off my face with two fingers.

"County pays me to watch water," he says. "Best Saturday work there is." He looks at me over the open sack. "I don't split my lunch with just anybody, you know. A man gives up half a sandwich, he expects to see the woman again."

He folds the sack closed. "You come out on a Saturday again, I'll keep the lunch full."

I work the jeans back up in the door well, walk past the fisherman, who nods again, and drive out with the window down till my face cools.

Halfway home it comes up my throat and out, out loud, to the empty car.

"I picked the far pull-off because anyone could've walked past."

It comes out easy. So easy I keep going.

"Fogelman's has that whole glass front. The diner, too, glass clear down Main. The library sits in windows on three sides. Feed store. Church basement has—"

I quit there and drive the rest of the way with the list still running.

The kitchen has gone blue with dusk when I come in. Colin's at the sink rinsing his supper plate, and I set my purse on the counter and start telling him. Fishermen first. Then the jogger and her shoe. Last of all, the shadow.

"Right on the bank, Colin. Rods in the water. And a jogger stopped close enough to hear us breathing, and I sat there full of him with my hand on the roof and we grinned straight through it. And then a man came up the trail, and all I ever saw of him was his shadow on the glass, and that's when I—" I fan myself with the dish towel. Somewhere in the naming my ears go hot, and I keep talking anyway, because this is the part he waits for.

Colin rinses the last plate and sets it in the rack and shuts the water off.

"The never-a-hotel rule," he says. "Dead."

"Dead," I say, out loud, with him.

We grin at each other over the sink and neither of us blinks first.

He dries his hands slow. "That was reckless, Gina." And while he's saying it he unbuttons his jeans, right there at the counter, and keeps his eyes on me the whole time. "Anybody could've come up that trail."

"I know it," I say, and keep going. "I picked it for the trail, Colin — the bank, the fishermen. I sat on him in broad daylight because somebody might see, and when somebody did, that's—" My voice quits on me there. He hears it quit.

He holds out his hand. I take it, and we go up the stairs together with his jeans still open, and neither of us says another word about recklessness.

Late, in my nightgown, I stand at the dresser a while and look at the bedroom curtains. Then I get into bed without closing them. A finger's width of cold comes off the glass at the crack, and the dark yard is out there, and past it the town. Colin clicks off the lamp. I lie facing the curtains with the cold finding my shoulder, and I go to sleep facing them.


Candlelight

Cars line the square on either side of the stoplight, bumpers to the curb, and First Methodist's lot runs over onto the frozen grass. Across town the other church has its own windows lit for its own crowd. Coats and wool hats climb the steps past the greenery hung on the doors, and inside, the pews stand packed to the narthex, every family in town turned toward the loft.

I sit up there in my choir robe with forty voices around me, and under every line I sing there is a name. I said yes to it between verses of practice, thumbs moving faster than the music. Isaiah.

The director lifts his hands and we give them "O Come, All Ye Faithful." On the last verse his palm swings my way and I take the descant up over the roof of the carol, a thin line riding above the melody, and because the lesson read before the anthem was his — Isaiah, out of the ninth chapter, the people that walked in darkness — the prophet's name sits in my mouth between the words while I sing. I hold the high line and do not let it waver. Below me Bonnie's face tips up, and I give the verse the rest of my voice and keep the name.

Communion follows, little tin cups faint on their rims, and we kneel at the rail in rows. Pastor Teague breaks the loaf and says it over — the body of Christ, broken for you — and lifts the cup — the blood of Christ, shed for you. I keep my eyes open the whole while, on the altar cloth and his thumb on the cup's rim, while every other head at the rail bows. The wine sits sweet on my tongue, the same as any communion, and I think it in whole words while I kneel: tonight that man will stand behind me. The thought sits low in my belly, through the prayers too. I take my cup with everyone else and my amen comes out level.

Teague gives the blessing from the pulpit with his hands spread wide — the Lord bless you and keep you — and then the sacristan kills the house lights and the flame starts down the pews, wick to wick. The choir comes down for the candle-lighting, and Bonnie's front pew sits closest. She finds my hand in the dark and holds on. By the second verse of "Silent Night" she is crying, her shoulders going small with it, and I hold my own candle upright and let the wax pool warm around my fingers while hers trembles. The flame throws its little light across the wet on her cheek.

Fellowship hall after, punch and sugar cookies and the crowd loud under the tree. The choir director catches me at the urn with his cup and his eyebrows up. That descant, he says. Best thing out of the loft in years. What have you been doing with your voice?

"Advent spirit," I tell him, and pour.

My phone buzzes in my coat pocket. Marcus.

Listen. Isaiah. Tonight, after your lights are out. He'll be there when you're home. M.

Colin reads it over my shoulder, his chin at my temple, his breath moving the hair at my ear. He sets his punch down.

"Storm door'll be loose when we leave," he says. "And I'll keep the kitchen lamp burning. You'll see it from the road."

We drive home through the lit town with the radio off. Candles stand in windows down Church Street, wreaths hang off the lampposts, the stoplight swings green to red over a crossing that holds one truck. Colin drives. I watch the lighted windows pass with the name still in my mouth and my hands quiet in my lap.

The porch light burns over the step, and through the front window the kitchen lamp is already lit. The storm door gives under my hand. Isaiah stands at the top of the stairs with his coat over his arm — tall, square through the shoulders, dark brown skin, hooded eyes, hair cropped close, face fresh-shaven — and by the time my eyes finish climbing him he has already said my name.

"Mrs. Hartwell."

It comes out so soft I have to lean toward the rail to gather it.

Colin takes the handshake at the foot of the stairs and holds it a moment past custom. "Kitchen's mine tonight," he says. "Lamp stays lit. I'll be down here if you want me."

Isaiah's answer is a soft fast run aimed between us. "Understood. I won't go wanting." His hands wrap the banister post whole when he lifts his coat onto it, fingers meeting around the wood.

Colin goes down and takes the kitchen with its door open. Below us a chair scrapes at the table.

Isaiah's eyes go to the white cord tying my robe at the waist and hold there, then lift to my mouth.

My hands go to the knot. They stop on it.

"You'd change it," he says. Fast, hushed, the words landing one on the next. "You stood in that loft an hour with this under the robe and a full town under you. Is that right?"

I nod.

"Then wear it for me." He's still a second. "All of it."

"I'll just—" I turn toward the guest room.

He crosses the hall and puts one finger across my lips, mid-word, and I stand with the rest of the sentence still in my mouth.

"Nothing comes off," he says. "You sang in it. It stays." His head tilts. "Marcus tells it true about you? You do the picking."

"I do the picking."

He looks at me a while, tie to mouth and back.

"Then I'm picked."

He turns me by the shoulder until I face the guest-room door, and pushes the robe down off my shoulders. It hangs open off them, bunched at my waist, and the navy wool of my church dress shows under it. He takes the dress by the hem and hauls it up over my hips and drags my stockings down my thighs with one pull, and the cool of the hall lands on my bare ass. I look back at him over my shoulder at the white shirt opened at the collar, the dark chest under it, the man standing there, big as a doorframe, with my wrists about to be his.

Both my wrists go into one of his hands and up, high against the wood, held there in one grip. His other hand opens his slacks, and small sounds carry in the quiet hall, belt and zipper and cloth. Then his cock is at me, the head resting at my opening for the length of one breath, the only patience he spends, and he pushes in hard, one stroke to the root.

The stretch rips a sound up out of me that I trap between my lips. The first knock of the door against the wall comes off that stroke, wood on plaster, loud in the little hallway.

He sets the pace hard and keeps it there, his hips slapping up into me, and every stroke knocks the door again. The robe's wool rasps my belly. My breasts hang heavy under the bunched cloth and swing with each shove, and the knob rattles in its plate.

I want my mouth open. Every stroke sends a sound halfway up and I swallow it, and the next one too, my lips pressed shut, my breath dragging through my nose. "Silent Night" tries to rise in my head and I swallow that as well. Below, past the stairwell, the kitchen lamp burns and Colin keeps still.

His free hand spreads wide over my bare ass, fingers spanning the cheek whole, and grips it, hauling me back into him to meet each stroke. The grip will print. I'll wear it to choir practice. Good.

He shifts his stance wider behind me and his cock drags across a spot that runs heat clear up my back, and he does it again on purpose, watching the back of my head for what it does to me. A sound gets halfway up my throat before I kill it, and he catches me kill it.

"There it is," he says. "Quiet as church."

My whole face burns. I press my cheek flatter to the wood.

Then he leans over my back, never easing the pace, and puts his mouth to the side of my throat. Open, warm, unhurried, while everything else in him runs fast. It is the only soft thing he does, and it nearly finishes me by itself.

"I sat in your guest room through your whole service," he says at my ear, hushed and quick, straight through the pace he's keeping. "Wondered the entire time whether you'd walk in still wearing this robe. And here you are. Wearing it for me with your husband's lamp lit downstairs. That's the truth, isn't it."

I nod against the door, wrists straining in his one hand.

"Then you're an answered prayer, Mrs. Hartwell."

Me, called that, in that hush, at this door. It goes through me worse than the stretch does, and I climb from there, fast, my legs going loose under me, my whole weight pulling against the grip that holds it. His name comes up as it builds — I have it off a text, one word, and it tries to get out of my mouth with the sound I'm keeping down, and I press both back with my teeth. It breaks with my mouth shut and my wrists pinned. I come in silence, my pussy gripping him in long pulls while the door knocks the wall and the lamp burns on below.

Isaiah finishes with a last shove that lifts me to my toes and holds me there, deep, his breath going rough at my ear, louder than he has been all night.

He steps back. I stand held up by the door, the robe hanging open off my shoulders, his release starting its slow run down the inside of my leg. Behind me he rights himself, buckle and zip.

He takes his coat off the banister post and goes down past the kitchen doorway. Colin's voice follows him low. "Night, now." The front door shuts easy, and before midnight, gravel turns under a car and fades.

Colin climbs up. He checks the guest-room latch with two fingers, pressing until it sits, and finds me still at the door.

"Bed," he says.

The robe goes over the chair back. The church dress I hang on the guest-room door, and then I take myself to our room in my slip.

Colin turns the covers down. I come to him in my nightgown and get in. He slides his hand across the sheet and closes it around my hand under the covers. His thumb crosses the back of my hand once.

Morning comes gray, then gold, up the hall windows. His handprint still sits on my ass when I wash. The church dress hangs on the guest-room door where I left it, collar crushed, the wool holding the smell of candle smoke. I stand in my nightgown and look at it a long minute. Then I go past it and down to the coffee, and leave it hanging there another day, on purpose.


Midnight Somewhere

"Whole county's in here tonight." Ray folds himself into the booth across from us and sets his felt hat on the seat beside his knee.

The Longhorn has quit pretending to be a bar with room in it. People stand three deep at the rail, the band is loud enough that people lean in to talk, and somebody has hung a paper banner over the register, happy new year done up in church-lady handwriting. Colin sits at my elbow with the champagne bottle sweating in its bucket between us, and before my glass gets anywhere near empty his hand is on the neck, topping me up. He has kept that glass full since we sat down, quiet about it, the way he keeps a plate passed.

I'm wearing what he gave me for Christmas. Champagne silk cut on the slip, thin straps, a neckline that moves when I breathe and gets watched doing it.

Ray takes his time looking at it. "Somebody wrapped that pretty."

"Wrapped it myself," Colin says, and fills Ray's whiskey to the top.

We put the evening into that booth. Ray talks rodeo, a bucking horse named after a preacher and a bull that cost him a month of work, and Colin gives him the Hutchins door order piece by piece, and the two men get loud laughing at things I only half follow, and I laugh at the men laughing. Somewhere in there Ray's arm comes along the back of the bench and his hand settles on my waist where anybody in the room can see it.

His fingers spread wide over the silk. They overlap at my side, they're that big, and he presses, slow, until the silk pulls tight over my nipple and the cold of the room has nothing to do with how it stands. I watch his hand do it while I hold up my half of the conversation about arena dirt. Two tables over, a woman looks, looks into her drink, looks back.

Months ago I'd have crossed my arms over that hand and died of it quietly. Tonight I sit up a little straighter so the silk gets its full chance.

Sometime before twelve the band cuts off and a man on a stool with a microphone starts the count, and the bar takes it out of his hands. TEN. NINE. The room roars the numbers past my ears. Colin's hand leaves the bottle and comes over mine on the tabletop. Ray leans in. EIGHT. SEVEN. His fingers come up under my chin, stubble and whiskey and certainty. My husband's fingers lace through mine and hold. TWO. ONE.

Ray kisses me at zero with the bar cheering fit to bring the ceiling down. He doesn't hurry it. I open my mouth for him and kiss him back while my hand stays locked inside Colin's on the table, while the band crashes into the old song behind us and strangers pound the back of our booth and somebody spills champagne close enough to reach my elbow. The kiss and the hand are both true in the same second and I hold on to both. When Ray lets me go, my lipstick is all over his mouth.

Colin keeps my hand through the first chorus. Then he lifts it, kisses my fingers once, and lets go to pour the last of the bottle.

We walk to the hotel through it. Confetti comes down off the balconies and out of doorways, cold air, my breath showing, Ray's arm under my hand and Colin a step behind with my coat over his arm. People coming out of the clubs do their looking. Their eyes go to Ray, to me in the slip, and quit before they ever reach the man carrying my coat. In the lobby a woman in a paper tiara grabs Colin around the neck and wishes him a happy new year, sweetheart, and he pats her back and tells her you too, and I watch him do it easy over Ray's shoulder.

The room is up one flight and small. The curtains are thin as the walls: the sign across the street burns orange straight through them. Through the wall a TV murmurs to somebody. And on the wall facing the bed there's a mirror, door-wide, in a frame gone gold with age. I've kept a list of windows for months now. Nobody had me down for mirrors.

Ray throws the deadbolt.

He drops his jacket over the chair and turns to me, and I get the man from the guest room instead of the man from the booth. That man takes my wrist without a word and sits me on the edge of the bed facing the glass, pushes my knees apart with a hand on each thigh, and goes down onto the rug.

"Mirror's there for a reason," he says. He catches my wrist and sets my hand flat on the back of his head. "You steer if you want. I eat till I'm done."

He puts his mouth on my pussy with the slip still on, shoved up to my waist. He's in no hurry. His tongue works over me in long passes, then his lips close around my clit and suck, soft, softer, then just enough to make my heel dig the rug. His fingers hold me open for his mouth, and the sound he makes down there fills the small room. In the glass I watch him work: my own mouth hanging open, my breasts coming up out of the neckline, his dark head steady and working. I get close. I grab a fist of his hair and hold on, and he presses in harder, and I come with my eyes open, watching myself do it, loud enough that the TV through the wall loses.

He stands and strips while I get my wind back. Boots, then the rest. Under the clothes he's lean and long-muscled and already hard, his cock riding up along his belly, thick at the head. Rope scars cross the backs of his hands, pale lines on the brown.

Then he stands me up in front of the glass and undresses me the rest of the way himself, moving my hands off the straps when I reach to help. The straps go down my arms one at a time. The silk pools on the rug. I look at myself in that mirror, naked in a stranger's hotel room, nipples hard, hair wrecked from his hand, and I look, and I let myself keep looking.

Ray sits back on the bed and takes my ankle and sets my knee over his shoulder, then the other one, and lays me back, and enters me slow.

The head opens me and holds there while my breath goes out of me slow. Then a little more, my hands finding his shoulders. Then more, an inch of him at a time, his eyes on my face the whole way down, until his hips come flush to me and we both go still a second, breathing. I am wet past anything I'd confess to out loud and he slides in it and I feel every bit of him going deeper than the last.

He stays slow a long time, and I watch us in the glass the whole while. Then the slow leaves him a little at a time. His hips start driving in, the slap of skin plain in the little room, and every stroke knocks the headboard into the thin wall, and the neighbors turn their TV up, and I could reach back and muffle any of it and I don't. I get loud. I stay loud. The sounds quit shaping into anything and just come out of me, and the thin curtains, the thin walls, the orange sign, all of it gets what's mine to give it.

In the glass I get all of it at once: my face, flushed and open; my breasts moving with every stroke; his rope-scarred hands closed over my knees, holding them down by my ears; his cock sliding in and out of me, shining with both of us. His eyes find mine in the glass and stay there while he works, watching me watch.

Colin stands at the side of the bed. Close. Near enough that Ray's elbow would find him. When my noise starts getting away from me I put my hand out sideways on purpose and his fingers close around it, and his thumb moves over my fingers and moves over them again, and he stays right there, holding on while a rodeo man fucks his wife loud enough for the floor above. My second one comes up from somewhere low and takes my voice with it. Ray finishes deep with a last shove that moves me up the bed, and we stay there, knee over his shoulder, both of us dragging air, my hand still locked in my husband's.

He lets my legs down easy and lies back on the far side. In a few minutes his breathing goes long and slow.

Colin lies beside me awake. I turn my head on the pillow and his eyes are open, on the ceiling.

"He's out," I whisper.

"I know."

The building ticks somewhere in its walls.

"Colin. Our secret checked into a hotel."

His head comes over on the pillow. He waits.

"It's not a Halloway thing anymore. It crosses cities. Every time I take it somewhere it goes out farther, and every mile out it scares me less." Then it rushes out of me fast, the whole night in one breath: "A kiss in front of a bar. A locked door. A mirror with everything on it. His mouth, his hands, all of it loud." I hear myself smiling in the dark.

"I held your hand through the kiss," Colin says. "It never shook."

"I know. Yours held steady the whole time."

He's quiet a moment. "Say the glass part again."

"I watched myself be had, Col. Face and all. I looked happy and filthy in the same breath and I couldn't tell you which had me more."

"You were both. I was standing there."

Somewhere past that I sleep.

Morning comes gray through the thin curtains, and I wake to the sound of buckles. Ray is dressed, hat dented back onto his head, quiet on the rug with his bag.

"Winter series picks up next week," he says at the door. "I'm in town weekends."

"Drive safe, Ray."

"Happy New Year, Gina Hartwell." He nods at Colin, and Colin nods back just as slow, and then it's the door, and his boots on the stairs, and street noise where he used to be.

We find the hotel dining room at a hangover hour and take a table by the window. The room is full of people sorry about last night, all of them on coffee. Pancakes come, and bacon, and Colin works through a full stack and licks syrup off his thumb, looking pleased about everything. I drag a pancake through syrup and tell him the parts I haven't told him. The tiara woman first. How he patted her back and told her the same, and how I stood there wanting to be the one in the paper tiara. Then the walk. "Every person who looked went straight past you, Colin. I was on his arm in that slip and you had my coat, and not one set of eyes got any farther than him." He listens with his elbows on the table and doesn't touch his cup till I'm done.

"February's sitting there empty," he says, stirring the second cup.

"I know it."

"Got anything for it?"

"I'm letting it come to me." A bite. "Something'll stare at me the right way, and that'll be that."

Colin grins down into his coffee. "Somebody always does."

We check out and cross the lot to the car, and it isn't till we're on the road out, stopped at a light with the heater running, that Colin reaches over and picks a square of red foil out of my hair. Confetti. From the bar, from the street, from midnight. He rolls his window down two inches and flicks it out into the road, and it skips off behind us on the black top.

The light goes green. I leave the rest where it sits.


The Young One

The firewood truck sits in the drive at dusk, bed riding low under split oak, motor ticking as it cools, and the cab door stays shut.

I'm at the sink with the last supper dish when the door swings and a young man drops out of it. Long-legged, still growing into his shoulders, light brown skin, wavy black hair pushed behind his ears. Canvas jacket too big across the chest and not big enough through the arms. Colin goes off the porch wiping his hands and shakes Teddy's hand in the blue light.

"Teddy brought my oak up from Kessler's," Colin calls in to me, and I come out with the dish towel still in my hand. "Teddy, this is Gina. My wife."

Teddy looks at me. His mouth opens and stays open. Big dark eyes, and he lets them sit right where they've landed.

"Ma'am," he gets out. "Ma'am, hi."

He works fast after that, hauling armload after armload to the garage wall and stacking the split oak in a row as wide as his reach, and every trip past the porch his eyes come back to me. Colin settles the order at the kitchen table, cash counted from the coffee can, and Teddy sits where he's pointed with a glass of water sweating in front of him, and answers Colin's questions about seasoning and cordwood in quick eager pieces while looking at nothing in the room except me. His mouth stays busy. His eyes stay put. He doesn't hide a single inch of it, and nobody in my kitchen asks him to.

"Teddy." I set my hip against the counter corner and ask it before he can talk himself anywhere. "Would you like to come back this evening? After supper. My husband knows I'm asking."

"Yes."

The word lands before I've finished mine. His water glass comes down on the table hard enough to jump.

"Yes. I'll come back. Whatever time you say, I'll — I'll be there."

He goes out through the porch with his collar up, and I hear him take the drive too fast, and Colin rinses the supper plates and says it to the window.

"He's a good worker. Polite. Does what he says he'll do." The water runs while he thinks. "Young, though. Young ones fall hard, Gina. Seen it before."

"I can handle it."

"I know you can." He shuts the tap and hangs the towel. "Saying it anyhow."

Then he goes up, and while I stand in the kitchen turning off the lamp, the floorboards cross the bedroom overhead and Colin sets the corner chair down at the foot of the bed, careful, one leg and then the next. He carried it in unasked.

I spend the afternoon on bread and the church bulletins and think about buttons the whole time. The black dress comes off its hanger when the light goes, cotton, thin, a full run of buttons down the front, and under it I put on nothing at all. That first Saturday a stare like this one sent me home from Fogelman's with both hands pinned to the wheel. Tonight my hands have buttons to work and a young man coming back to watch them do it.

The porch light burns over the step before full dark, and Teddy's headlights turn in while the last gray is still in the sky. Colin lets him in and they shake, warm, both hands on it, and I come down the hall in the dress and Teddy stops where he stands and quits moving altogether.

"Evening again," I say. "Come up with me."

Colin follows us to the bedroom door and takes the corner chair, and the chair creaks once as his weight settles, and that is the last sound from that corner for a while.

I stand in the lamplight between the bed and the chair with the dress still buttoned and Teddy still dressed, and he looks me over from my mouth to my shoes and back and doesn't pretend otherwise.

"You can look, Teddy. That's what tonight is."

He nods. His breathing goes loud through his open mouth, and I haven't touched a single button yet.

"Then watch," I say, and my eyes go past him to the chair while I say it. "First one. You can breathe now." The top button slips its hole. "Second. That's my collar gone." I move slow, slower than the buttons need, and I turn as I work so the chair gets my front and Teddy gets my hands and the lamp gets everything. Every turn of me belongs to Colin first. I keep that close: the whole room gets the same show, each man seated right where I want him.

"Third and fourth." The dress falls open to my ribs. My breasts are still held, barely, and I lift them in my palms through the cotton and let go. "Fifth." My stomach, then lower, over my hips. I turn my back, lean into the arch, look at him over my shoulder, and the dress gapes open across it — my breasts lifted high by the pose, my butt rounding out the stretched cotton below. He makes a sound deep in his chest.

"Still with me?"

"Ma'am. Yes. Yeah."

The rest of the buttons go at their own pace and I shrug the dress off my shoulders and let it drop in the lamp light, and Teddy's eyes go straight down my body and stay down, and climb back to my face with young manners fighting the whole climb. I take my time crossing to the bed and choose the near side, the side that gives the chair the front of me, and kneel up in the middle of it with my back arched and my hands flat on the spread. Two seats for the one show, and I built it that way on purpose.

He comes off the bed's edge before I invite him anywhere. His hands close on my hips, both of them, hard, taking what they want, and I'm wet before I've thought a thing. His mouth finds my shoulder, and he kisses it, and then he bites down, and the sting jumps straight to my nipples and I cry out, one loud note, the first of the night and it goes where I sent it, to the chair.

"Colin. Look at your wife."

"I see you," he says from the corner, low and rough.

Teddy strips in a hurry, shirt over his head, jeans shoved down, and his cock swings out long and hard and riding up against his stomach, darker than the rest of him, the head slick already. Young all over and hard past arguing with. He turns me by the hip and takes me from behind in one shove, and I shout at the size of him going in fast, the stretch burning sweet, my arms braced on the headboard, and then he sets a pace that is nothing but twenty-three years old — hard, fast, hammering, the headboard knocking the wall in his rhythm, his breath roaring through his mouth over the back of my neck. The bite on my shoulder throbs in time with him, and the stretch of him burns sweeter on every stroke, my pussy clenching around all that speed, trying to slow it and loving that it can't.

I take it. Lord, I take it. My hips drive back to meet every stroke and give him harder than he brought, and the noise I make climbs the room on purpose, loud and shameless, thrown straight at the chair, and the chair creaks and creaks. Then he flags, gasping, close too soon, and I pull off him and put him on his back with both hands and climb up and take him back inside me my way.

"My turn to set it."

I ride him slow and then fast and then slow again, his hands full of my hips, his head back, his eyes rolling up to watch his cock vanish into me over and over. My breasts swing in the lamp light with every drop of my hips. I keep my eyes on the chair and I say it loud.

"Colin, look what I've got."

"You're killing me, Gina." His voice cracks on my name and I keep that too.

I come like that, on top, riding my own finish out loud with my head thrown back so the whole bedroom hears it, Teddy shouting under me, his grip printing my hips, and then he rolls me onto my belly and comes back into me from behind, one hand flat between my shoulder blades, holding me down on the spread, and there's nothing quick in him this round — deep, slow, grinding — until he groans long into my hair and spills inside me, his hips pressed tight against my ass, and his cum runs warm down my thigh when he pulls out and drops on the mattress beside me, spent, arms flung wide.

For a while the room is just lamplight and three people breathing. Then Teddy props up on one elbow and looks at me with his mouth open again, the same open, and his fingers hover over my hip wanting another touch and not daring.

"Is this—" He starts over twice. "Do I get to come back? Or was this a once thing? I'll take a once. I'd take ten."

A wobble sits under the last word, and Colin's warning comes back to me with it. I answer the boy anyway.

"I don't promise, Teddy. Not anything." I reach over and fix his hair where the pillow wrecked it, because he's young and sweet under all that hunger, and the stare is what brought him up my drive. "Tonight's the whole of what I've got."

He nods, satisfied. He dresses wrong-footed and red-faced and happy, and Colin walks him down the stairs and out the front door with a hand between his shoulders, and I hear every word of the goodbye from the bedroom, warm as a supper invite. "Come by the shop sometime, kid. I'll show you what a door's worth." The porch boards take Teddy's quick feet. The door shuts, easy, all the way.

I'm in the hallway in my nightgown when Colin turns around, and I give him the true thing standing right where I am.

"I bring the men home now, Colin."

He laughs. Head back, hand on the banister, the whole quiet house getting the laugh, and me with it.

Later, in bed, with the lamp still on and the wet of Teddy still in me and on my leg, Colin lies on his back looking at the ceiling.

"You ran it," he says. "Whole evening. Picked him at my own kitchen table. Placed the boy, placed the light, placed yourself, placed me. I sat in that chair and my own wife ran it." He's quiet a long time. "That did me worse than anything before it."

I don't answer. I put that sentence away somewhere it keeps, for a night I already know is coming, and I reach over and turn off the lamp.

"So," he says into the dark. "Young ones a habit now, then?"

"Only when they stare like that."

The springs give a little as he turns toward me.

"That's fair."

By morning the split oak sits stacked clean along the garage wall, and I carry an armload of it into the house in my nightgown with the cold biting my bare ankles. The box by the stove takes the load, and I stand there a second with bark dust on my hands and my husband's coffee behind me.

I like carrying it.

Out I go for another armload.


Two Rooms

True starts the road talk before the county line, some story about a darts league in Millbrook and the worst teammate ever issued to a man, and inside an hour he and Darius are trading the punchlines back and forth across me and finishing each other's sentences clean.

I ride belted between them in the back seat, a knee turned toward each of them, and every curve the road throws leans a shoulder in warm at my ear. Colin drives easy, wrist up on the wheel, catching my eyes in the mirror when I look up front.

"Man's been grinning since the driveway," Darius says. "Col. You're going to strain something."

"Reckon I'll risk it."

The Pinecrest Motor Lodge sits off the highway east of Stonebridge, a lit arrow and a pool steaming in the January cold. I booked both rooms myself, adjoining, under Hartwell, and the clerk — young, ponytail, church-going eyes — reads the party wrong at the counter. Her look goes True, me, Darius, Colin, back to True.

"Adjoining kings," she says. "So you two are—" and she nods at True and me.

"Both rooms are hers, sweetheart," Darius says. "We're the weekend."

She goes red to the ears and slides the key cards across. Colin gathers every bag the party owns onto both shoulders, mine included, and carries the whole load in one trip across the lot, grinning the full length of the asphalt, and sets them down inside our room and straightens up, pleased with himself the whole way through it.

The door between the two rooms stands in the middle of the wall, hollow and cheap, and I look at it a long second while the men carry on about the ice situation. Then I go hang my travel clothes and take out the black knit dress — tight enough it takes work over my hips, short of the knee — and put it on for supper.

The lodge restaurant is one big room off the lobby, vinyl booths and laminated menus, and families eat close enough to touch us. A baby throws bread two booths down. A man in a cap says grace over his sweet tea. Refills come around without anybody hunting for the waitress.

"Fair warning," True says, unfolding his napkin. "Dare's about to tell you the cake story."

"There was no cake story. There was a cake. It was a lie about a cake."

And it comes out of him in runs — a wedding in Salina, a bar gig, a groom's cake promised in writing and the truck that delivered cinder blocks instead — Darius talking fast with his fork conducting while True fills every gap wrong on purpose and Darius has to stop and correct him. The man in the cap laughs into his sweet tea without meaning to. I laugh till I have to put my face in my napkin. Then Colin tells the one about the church door that wouldn't latch and Pastor Teague blaming the wind for two winters, short and slow, and lands it, and both men holler and slap the table, and my husband sits there in his flannel looking pleased as anything.

When my tea runs dry I get up for the salad bar, and I take the long way. I go down the far aisle, past the family, past the drink station, so the whole room gets the back of this dress on the walk, and I keep my pace unhurried and come back up the near aisle slow. True lifts his glass as I pass. Darius watches me every step and then looks at Colin, and Colin picks up both menus and hides behind one, and I slide back into my seat with my heart going and my mouth not hiding a thing.

Over coffee I lay it out for them.

"The door between our rooms stays unlocked and open a hand's width. Both nights. Whenever anything's happening, it stays that way."

Darius puts his cup down. Colin looks at me across the table, and he takes his time the way he takes his time.

"I'll listen through it," he says. "Not as a man in a hallway. As one of you in the room. That's how I'm asking to have it."

"Done," Darius says. "And I don't lower my voice for anybody, so you're getting the true thing."

True leans back and looks between the two of us men and me. "What took you so long to put it that way, Mrs. Hartwell?"

The first night, True takes me.

He comes up behind me while I'm still at the dresser and puts his hands at the hem of the dress and draws it up my body slow, his fingers dragging warm up my ribs, and I lift my arms and it comes off over my head. He turns me by the shoulders and looks his fill — my breasts, my belly, the place my waist goes in — and then he sits me down on the bed and works his mouth over me slow, without hurry anywhere. My throat. Then down, slow, until his lips close around one nipple and suck until it aches and comes up stiff in his mouth, and he gives the other one the same and takes his time about the difference. I have a hand in his locs before I know it.

He lays me back and pushes my knees apart, and his mouth goes down my belly, and then his tongue finds my pussy and works me — long strokes up, then the tip flicking my clit, then his lips around it, sucking soft, until I push up off the bed after him. The door between the rooms stands open its hand's width, and I keep one eye on the strip of Colin's lamplight where it crosses the carpet. I want to know the minute he's there.

True gets his jeans down, and his cock stands heavy out of him, and he comes over me and sets the head against me and drives in slow, one long unhurried inch at a time, the stretch opening me and opening me until he's bottomed out and his weight settles down through his forearms. Then he moves the same speed. Deep, steady, filling me over and over with the whole slow length of him, and I'm climbing already with his mouth still tasting on my nipples.

Then, through the wall: chair feet drag on carpet, short, twice. A creak.

I know that sound. Months of that chair in our bedroom and I'd know it through concrete. The corner chair, taking Colin's weight closer to the gap than he'd been sitting.

I clamp down on True so hard he laughs.

"That him?"

"That's him."

"Good man," True says to the wall, and keeps his pace exactly where it was, and something in me comes undone at the hearing of it — my husband, in there, one of them — and I stop holding anything back after that. I say Colin's name out loud with another man deep in me, and through the wall the chair on the far side creaks again, and True works me through it slow with his mouth at my ear until I'm done shaking.

Darius doesn't do slow. He's got me on my hands and knees before I've got my breath, his palm flat between my shoulders, and he drives in hard to the root in one push that wrings a shout out of me with nothing staged in it at all. He bends over my back, his mouth at my ear, his hips working fast.

"True took you sweet. That's done now. Feel how deep I go — go on, say it, say who's in there."

"You are," I get out. "Dare — you're so deep —"

"Whole lodge is going to know what's in this room tonight. Clerk's going to hear you at the desk tomorrow and blush twice."

I'm loud. Loud on purpose and loud past purpose, because there's a parking lot on the other side of that wall instead of a county, and somewhere in the middle of it I understand Colin is getting every word. Darius grips my hip and pounds me, the headboard knocking, and after "Lord," I say, I quit shaping words at all.

After, I slide off the bed between the two of them. Both men watch me go. I cross the carpet naked with their work all over me — True's hands printed on my hips, Darius's mess running down the backs of my legs — and I put my fingers on the door and open it a hand wider.

Colin sits in the corner chair three feet from the gap, lamp on, jeans open, his cock in his fist. He looks up at me and keeps his hand where it is.

I stand in the door and let him look. All of it. The flush, the prints, the wreck of my hair, my mouth still swollen.

"There she is," he says.

I pull the door back to its hand and walk back across the room, and True's arm is out for me before I'm halfway there.

Saturday the pool steams in the cold and True and Darius swim me around it in the black one-piece I packed — one of them under each arm, carrying me the length of the deep end, dunking me, racing me with a handicap — and I come up the ladder dripping while they whine about the ruling. Colin chaperones from a lawn chair with his coffee, hollering about a deep-end rule he invented on the spot. Afterward we walk the town square, all four of us, antique shops and a hardware store and a lunch counter, and I hold Colin's arm with a man loose on either side of us, and nobody in Stonebridge knows our name.

The second night runs reversed. Darius takes me first, up against the wall by the light switch. He catches my wrists in one hand and pushes them up over my head, hooks my knee over his forearm, and takes me standing with his teeth at my throat and that grin on him the whole time. He finishes fast and loud, and we both slide down the wall after it, laughing at ourselves. Then True has me the rest of the night — slow into the small hours, so quiet I have to put my mouth on his shoulder to hold the sound in, and that turns out to be its own kind of loud.

Sunday morning the four of us eat breakfast at the same table, wrecked and easy, pancakes and bad coffee, the baby two booths down throwing bread like it never stopped. Darius points his fork at Colin over the syrup.

"County fair. I'm coming for the ring-toss rematch, and I'm bringing darts money."

"You do that," Colin says.

At the trucks True takes Colin's forearm in both hands, a long clasp, and says something into his ear that makes my husband laugh, and then both men are gone west with the windows down and one arm out the window the whole way.

Colin takes us home. Somewhere on the straight stretch past the reservoir his eyes come up to the mirror and find mine, and this time he lets them stay. His hand comes over and rests on my knee.

"I heard you through that wall," he says. "Both nights." He drives a while. "I sat down in that chair the same man who's sat in our bedroom corner all these months. And I wasn't outside the door no more, Gina. I was in it. One of you. It changed my place with you and it changed my place with them, and I don't have better words than that."

"You don't need any."

He squeezes my knee and keeps his hand there into the county, past the stoplight, up our own road, and I let him hold the wheel with one hand and me with the other all the way to the gravel.

I wait till the engine's off.

"Next time we go farther."

He looks at me across the cab, and then he nods, slow, and gets the bags.

I go up ahead of him. Our bedroom door stands open and the corner chair sits where it lives, angled at the foot of the bed, and I stand in the doorway and look at it a while.

Then I cross the room and take it by both arms and drag it over against the wall — the one the guest room sits behind — and leave it there facing the bed.

I change out of my travel clothes and put the champagne silk slip on, and I leave our door open a hand's width and go stand at the window while Colin's lamp comes on downstairs and the pages of his book start turning in the quiet.

I sit on the end of the bed and wait till I'm ready, and then I lean out into the hall.

"Colin," I call down the stairs. "Come on up."


Bonnie's Eyes

"Okay, what is that." Bonnie leans across the booth and noses at my collar. "You walked into this diner smelling like something off a hotel counter in the city. Turn your neck, let me get a proper sniff."

"It's off the shelf at the Drug Mart in Stonebridge," I tell her. "It was sitting by the register and I bought it because the bottle was cute. You like it?"

"It's very city. On a farm wife's grocery money." She settles back and studies me over the pie card, gold waves shaking, blue eyes going over my face like she's reading the specials board. "Something's different about you today, Georgiana Hartwell, and I'm going to figure out what before the coffee's gone."

We order. Turkey plates, coffee, the pecan for later. My phone lies face-down by my fork, and Bonnie's eyes drop to it and stay there.

"And your phone's been face-down the whole hour we've sat here. Your phone doesn't do face-down. It does face-up and ringing with raffle business every four minutes."

Here it is, then. I knew at the door it would come. The truth would eat the whole lunch and end the friendship at the table, so I go where a person goes when the door has to hold: my mother's side, all those names too far out for Bonnie to ever knock on. The name arrives before the cousin does.

"My cousin's going through a hard stretch. Doreen."

"Doreen." Bonnie tries it out.

"Second cousin, out by Grand Island. Her husband cleared out their account in October and left her with the truck payment, and she calls me at night because I'm the one who answers. So the phone stays flipped. She'll text at two in the morning and I don't want it running our lunch."

It comes out level. I hear it happen — level, warm, a woman talking about family — and I hate how level it comes out.

"And that's Thursdays." Bonnie points her spoon at me. "I called you twice Thursday and got your machine both times. I'd decided you joined a gym and were ashamed of it."

"I sit with a Bible study Thursday nights. The Meiers' basement, going back to January. Doreen wanted us praying together, so I go and I pray for her, which does her more good than my opinions do."

"Lord. You, in a basement study." Bonnie grins, then sobers, and her fork lands on my forearm. "And the glow. Don't you dare say vitamins. Vitamins is spent, honey. I wore that one out for you in December."

My hand finds the dessert card in my lap and bends it double under the table's edge.

"Doreen signed her papers Wednesday. Own little apartment over on Barnard. First night in four months she's not crying on my phone at midnight. So I'm lit up, and it's not mine to be ashamed of."

Bonnie looks at me. The diner noise fills the booth for a while.

"Geo." Quiet now, first name. "I've known you since vacation Bible school. You hiccup when you lie about small things — you hiccuped your way through telling Mrs. Feller that casserole was homemade. There's no hiccup today, so I know you're not lying to me." She turns her cup a little on its saucer. "But I'm your best friend, and if something was ever wrong, I'd know it. That's all I'm saying. I'd know it."

"I know you would."

The waitress comes around and Bonnie holds up the pot. "More pie, ladies?"

"Yes," I say, before Bonnie can. "Another pecan for me, and make it a big one. We're celebrating. My cousin got shed of her husband this week."

"Well, good for her," the waitress says, and writes it down.

Bonnie lifts her coffee. "To Doreen."

"To Doreen." I drink to a woman I invented between the coffee and the pie, and the slice, when it comes, is excellent, and I couldn't name one bite of it.

I drive home with the lunch running behind my eyes. The Drug Mart bottle. Doreen's husband. The Meiers' basement, which has no basement. At the last light before home the red sits on me and I hold the wheel in both hands and squeeze until my hands ache, and every sentence I said at that table came out smooth, and the light changes and I go.

Colin puts the porch light on before the supper dishes are dry. Gravel comes up the drive after dark, and I've got the door open before Marcus knocks.

He stands on the step in his canvas coat, the cold coming off him into the porch light, beard holding the frost.

"Before you take that off." My voice comes out low when I say it, the diner voice, and I use it. "Tonight I want it rougher. Rougher than the lodge, rougher than anything you've given me."

He looks at me a while, his eyes moving over my mouth. "Say the whole thing."

"Your hand in my hair. Both wrists in one fist. Your weight on me till I feel it tomorrow. Marks I can't talk my way out of." A breath. "And if I say stop, you stop. That part's mine."

"That part I'll keep." He steps in past me and pulls his boots off. "Go up. Nothing comes off. I'll say hello to your husband first."

He says his hello. Colin takes the stairs behind us with the corner chair under his arm and sets it at the foot of the bed, and Marcus turns the lamp down to a low gold and lays his coat across the dresser.

Then he comes for me and works my green sweater up my body slow, the wool dragging over my breasts until my nipples pull tight before the air even reaches them, and over my head, and my arms come up out of it for him. The bra goes next — he reaches around, unhooks it, draws the straps down my arms and off, and stands looking while the cold room does its work on me. His hands come up under my breasts, lifting, weighing, his thumbs dragging across my nipples slow, and I hold still and let him look his fill. The skirt unzips at the side and he crouches going down with it, drawing it over my hips, past my knees, off one foot and then the other, and hooks two fingers in my panties and peels the cotton down slow, the cloth sticking where I'm wet before it gives.

He stands, takes my chin in one hand and kisses me rough — beard scraping, teeth catching my lip, his tongue deep in my mouth — while his other hand goes down my front and his fingers find my pussy. I've been wet from the porch on, from the minute the words were out of my mouth, and he circles my clit and spreads me and pushes two fingers up into me and curls them, and my sound goes into his mouth. He works me like that, unhurried for a man about to be rough, my hips following his hand, my grip hard on his shoulders.

Past his shoulder, wood scrapes on wood. Colin drags the corner chair in close, close enough the armrest hangs near the bed's edge, and sits down in it.

Marcus pulls his mouth off mine. "There's the wet," he says, low. "Knew it was there from the step."

He turns me by the hip and lays me down, and my wrists go up over my head into one of his fists, his fingers closing around them whole. He strips his jeans one-handed and puts his cock to me and pushes in slow, and the stretch runs wider than the lodge left me, a sting that turns to full before I've finished crying out, and Colin is two feet off and I don't lower my voice for it.

Then he gives me the rest. His fist closes in my hair and turns my face where he wants it. His weight comes down and pins me to the mattress, driving deep, the headboard knocking the wall, and he turns me onto my face, cheek down on the coverlet, and takes me from behind with his grip printing my hip and his fist tight in my hair. He sets a rhythm there that gives me nothing to do but hold still under it — cheek against the coverlet, his chest heavy on my back, the strokes coming deep and slow and then harder without warning, and every time his weight comes down full I lose my breath against the spread and get it back just in time for the next one. My breath runs in his rhythm now, spent against the spread and dragged back before each stroke lands. The headboard knocks. My fingers find the edge of the mattress and grip it. This is past what I laid out at the door, and I press back into him and take more, my voice up loud in the cold room. Half a line of Sunday breaks out of me mid-drive — blessed assurance — and cuts off where his next stroke lands.

My eyes come open and find Colin. He's leaned forward over the armrest, his hand wrapped around it, and his nod comes fast, once, twice, more.

Marcus finishes with his fist in my hair, holding me down on him, and says my name once into my shoulder, low. Then he lets my hair go and my wrists go and rolls off, breathing, and I lie there wrung out and marked, the dark prints of his fingers on both hips, a suck-mark above my nipple. He gets up barefoot and goes down the hall and comes back with ice knotted in a dish towel and sits on the bed's edge and holds it to my hips, moving it from print to print, patient now. His mouth goes soft after — he holds his lips to one print a long moment, warm and slow, then travels to the mark above my breast, then to my mouth, careful as a different man. His palm settles flat over one hip print and holds the ache in.

Downstairs the lamp is lit and he takes his coffee soft-spoken, asking Colin when the seed racks come in at Fogelman's. His eyes go down to where my flannel has fallen open — the red prints on my hips, the mark showing above my breast — and I stand and turn slow in the lamplight, once around, and stay there with my arm out, so both of them can see. Neither man hurries. Colin's cup stops halfway up. Marcus sits back and takes his time, and the lamp puts every print in red.

Then Marcus rinses his cup and sets it in the rack and puts his coat on, and at the door he nods at Colin, man to man, and goes. His truck goes down the drive. The porch light burns over the empty step.

Colin carries our cups to the sink and comes back and sits across from me, and I stay in the flannel with the ice-melt damp on my hips, and I tell him.

"The diner today. Bonnie. Her name is Doreen. Second cousin, Mother's side, out by Grand Island. Husband cleared the account in October, she calls at night, so the phone stays face-down. Then a Bible study in the Meiers' basement to park my Thursdays in, because Doreen wanted us praying together. Then she signed her papers Wednesday and got an apartment over on Barnard, and that's my glow. We drank a toast to her between the slices, Colin. Bonnie raised her coffee to her."

"All of it made up while I sat there. And it came out level. Every piece." I look at my own hands in my lap. "I gave Bonnie a whole hard winter for a woman who doesn't exist, and my hands were steady on the menu the entire time. You've watched what my hands do for a week before I ask a man to this house."

I give him the lunch lie for lie, start to finish — the perfume, the phone, the Thursdays, the toast — every word as it left me.

"Colin." I look across the table at him. "Marcus can put his fist in my hair and his weight on me and I don't flinch. But sitting across from Bonnie with a made-up woman's whole hard winter in my mouth, steady as Sunday — that scared me worse. I lied to her like it was nothing. That's what I keep hearing. Like it was nothing."

Colin listens. He reaches across the table and covers my hand with his.

"You're telling me now," he says.

And he asks me nothing after.

Sunday morning comes up cold and bright. I stand at the kitchen counter in my church blouse, and before the coffee's done I text Bonnie: I don't know what I would do without you.

I mean it.

I set the phone down face-up on the table and leave it lying that way.


What She Asked

Supper is eaten down to the platters.

Colin's on the Hutchins door. "So Hutchins orders a new front door," he says, and lays his fork down. "I hang it. That door is perfect. Swings clean, latches soft. And Hutchins stands in his own doorway looking at me like I sold him a sick cow."

Marcus's fork pauses over the pot roast.

"Turns out his uncle hung the old door to drag. On purpose. Uncle's gone now, but that drag bought a man a whole hallway of warning before the aunt got a boot inside — she never called ahead in her life, that woman — and Hutchins looks me dead in the eye and tells me that drag was the only doorbell his family ever trusted." He grins. "So I took the stop back off and put the drag in. Man paid cash. Shook my hand so long I checked my fingers after."

Marcus laughs slow, one low note at a time, right on the landing. "Whole county's kept safe by one sticky door," he says.

I love both of them so hard right then I could holler. His knuckles sit huge around his coffee mug, Colin grins down the table at him, and what I've been carrying around for weeks turns over under my tongue. I practiced it in the shower on Thursday, to the drain, and the drain kept it. By the top of the stairs tonight I can taste how badly I want to say it.

I take the stairs with Marcus behind me and Colin behind him.

Marcus's mouth finds my neck before I get the lamp on. His hands push my sweater up to my ribs, wool bunching under my arms, and his cock presses into my butt through his jeans, and I put my hand flat on his wrist.

"Wait."

He goes still.

"Colin." My voice comes out steadier than I have any right to. "Before anything else happens in this room — I want your mouth on him. First. Before he's inside me. Before anything." A breath. "I've been carrying it around for weeks, and I mean it, and I'm asking."

It's out. I want to eat the words back so bad my eyes sting, and I hold my ground. One no, said in front of Marcus, and the three of us never get past it.

Marcus keeps his hands where they are, bunched in my sweater at my ribs, and he looks over my shoulder at Colin. He waits. He's built for waiting.

Colin looks at Marcus first. Man to man, a long second. Then he looks at me. He wets his lips. I stop breathing. He knelt on this rug for me once before, at my asking, and that one was mine. This one's his to give.

Nobody hurries him.

Colin's hands come out of his pockets. He crosses the rug past me, close enough his flannel brushes my arm, and goes down on his knees in front of Marcus, taking his time all the way down. His fingers work the belt, the button, the zipper, careful, a man opening something he means to be gentle with. Marcus's cock comes out of his jeans heavy and half-swelled, and Colin wraps one hand around the shaft and holds it there a second, learning the weight of it in his palm.

Then he leans in, kisses the head, opens, and takes it into his mouth.

Marcus thickens against Colin's tongue, swelling until Colin's lips have to stretch to stay around him, wide and then wider, dark skin disappearing between my husband's pale fingers. Colin's eyes close. He learns him a piece at a time — the weight on his tongue, the skin, the girth filling his hand — and presses deeper and gags on it, backs off, goes down again, his fist following his mouth. The sounds coming out of him are wet and unguarded and they fill the quiet room, and hearing my husband's mouth full of another man makes me wet enough to feel it run.

Marcus lays his hand on Colin's head. Just its weight. Colin opens his eyes at that, looking up, mouth stretched around him.

I stand where Marcus left me, sweater bunched at my chest, my nipples gone hard under the wool, and I squeeze my legs together. I press my palms together in front of my mouth and watch Colin's lips strain wide around Marcus's cock, wider than I've ever seen a mouth go, and Marcus finds my eyes over the top of Colin's head and holds them there while he takes it, letting me see everything I asked for.

"Take your time, Col," he says, hushed.

He takes him right up to the edge of something, Colin's jaw trembling with the width of it, and then Marcus draws him off by the shoulders, easy, up off his knees. Colin comes up wet-mouthed and breathing hard. Marcus dips his head and kisses his forehead, one hand spanning the back of Colin's skull nearly whole. Then the two of them stand there looking at each other, close, a long time, and nobody in the room says a word, and Colin's ears have gone red to the tips.

Marcus turns to me. He pulls my sweater off over my head and takes the skirt down with my panties in one haul, and he puts me on the bed in the middle and comes in behind me before I've finished landing. His cock finds me and pushes home in one long drive, the burn of him opening into full, and I'm loud before I decide to be.

Colin stays on his feet at the mattress edge, near enough his knee rests on the quilt. He puts his hand flat on my hip and keeps it there.

Marcus's fist knots in my hair. Colin's palm presses my hip. The two of them are holding me at the same time — the first time either of them has held me while the other did — and I roll my hips back onto Marcus, hard, showing them both what I want, and Marcus answers it with more, driving deep, the headboard knocking the wall, Colin's hand steady on my hip through all of it. Colin's thumb moves on my hipbone, slow, and I turn my head to find him above me, then Marcus behind me, both of them looking down at me while I take him. Marcus finishes deep with a growl out of his chest and I go right after him, clamped around him, my shout filling the upstairs, and Colin's fingers press my hipbone through every second.

Marcus eases out and lies back against the headboard, drawing me in against his side, my cheek to his chest. On the corner chair his clothes lie folded, jeans on top of the henley. Colin sits down on the edge of the mattress and lays his palm back flat on my hip. The lamp burns. Nobody talks. I lie between my two men and listen to Marcus's heart go under my ear and Colin breathing at my hip, and after a while I reach over and put the lamp out.

"Been going over it since I hit my knees," Colin says in the dark. He's quiet one whole breath. "In the chair I watch what you want, Gina. From across the room. Tonight I handed it to you. With my own mouth, before he ever touched you. That puts me someplace the chair never got me close to." His hand comes to my hip in the dark. "Yours. All the way down yours. More than the chair ever made me."

"I know it," I tell him. "I watched it happen."

And I do believe him. Every word. I press his palm flat over my hip and he leaves it exactly where I put it.

I wake Sunday to a gray window and Marcus's arm lying heavy across me, the other side of the bed already cold with Colin gone down. I find my robe on the door hook and follow the coffee smell downstairs.

Colin has the pot on and the mugs out — his, mine, and my grandmother's little blue cup, the one that holds half of anything. Marcus fills the kitchen doorway a minute later in last night's clothes and takes the chair with his knees up under the table. I pour his coffee into the little cup and hand it across, and his hand closes around it whole, cup and handle and all of it gone inside one fist, and he drinks with his elbow on the table.

Colin tells the Hutchins door again, the aunt and the drag, and Marcus huffs the same laugh at the same landing. I get the pan down for eggs and nobody stops me. Colin refills my cup before I ask. The morning runs long and none of us reaches for the clock.

Marcus wraps his hand around the little cup and drinks it dry. Colin tips the pot across the table at him, and Marcus holds the little cup out for more.


Company

Colin goes up the stairs first, towels stacked along his arm, and I follow with the water pitcher and the glasses. The bedroom already smells of lemon polish. He started on the furniture at noon — dresser, headboard, the corner chair — humming some hymn off-key the whole way through, and I stood in the doorway watching my husband make our room ready for three strangers, and the wet started gathering in me, and I had to go stir something at the stove so my hands had work.

The ask went out through Marcus days ago. I made it from this kitchen with Colin drying dishes beside me, and Marcus took it from there. Samson was in. He was bringing two of his own. Did the bedroom chairs have the legs for what we meant to do on them. Colin looked at the ceiling and grinned and went on drying.

We made the bed fresh together after supper. Colin tucked the corners tight and I pulled the spread straight over them, and the wine dress hung on the closet door where I'd put it that morning, ready. Out front the porch light burned early, on for company.

The knock comes at dusk, slow and patient. I open the door and there's Samson, and he fills the frame edge to edge — shaved head bare to the cold, big enough I tip my head back to find his face, shoulders built like the door was drawn around them after. He puts his hand out and I give him mine and his fingers close all the way around it and keep closing, warm, my whole hand gone. He doesn't let go and I don't take it back. We stand on my own porch holding on while two men come up the steps behind him, one young and lean with a mustache trimmed neat, one thick and bald with gray shot through his beard, and my eyes stay on Samson's fingers wrapped around mine. He lets go when he's ready and ducks under the lintel.

Colin takes their hands in the order they come, Samson, then Jeremiah, then Amos, and each shake lands friendly and finishes.

We put them on the couch with the lamp on and the talk runs to the gravel, the ice, whose county got its roads scraped first. Amos carries the talk. Jeremiah answers in pieces. Samson sits with his forearms on his knees and takes the room in, grinning at nothing in particular, and when the talk quits he looks at me.

I stand up in front of the couch. "I'm going to take this off now, if that's all right with everybody."

I work the wine dress up over my hips and pull it over my head. Bare under it, same as the first time I ever wore it. That time it was for one man. I stand in my own living room and let them all look as long as they want.

Samson's grin is the first to go, his lips parting around nothing, his breathing gone slow. Behind him Jeremiah and Amos have gone quiet. Jeremiah leans forward with his elbows on his knees and stays leaned, and his mustache moves when he swallows. Amos looks me over slow — my mouth, my breasts, my knees — then starts over from my face and goes slower, and he sets his glass on the side table without drinking from it. I stand in the quiet they leave me in — nipples hard in the cold, pulse loud in my ears — and let them look their fill.

Samson comes off the couch. He takes me up off the floor with one arm under my knees and one across my back, the lift nothing to him, and carries me down the hall while the living-room lamp slides past his shoulder. Behind us, Jeremiah and Amos pull their shirts off and drop their boots by the corner chair.

He lays me down on the fresh sheets and stands over me working his jeans open, built like the door promised — wide, heavy, dark, his cock thick along his palm even soft. A knee comes down on the bed. "Easy, now," he says, slow. "We'll get there."

Then he bends and takes my nipple into his mouth and sucks, long and hard, and the pull lands in my clit and stays there. He works one breast and then the other, sucking until each one aches, his smooth jaw rough on my breasts, and my back comes up off the mattress on its own and he pushes it down flat with one spread hand.

After that he rises over me and puts the head of his cock at my pussy and pushes in by inches, and the stretch opens me past easy and keeps opening. I make a sound I'd be embarrassed by if I had the air for it. He bottoms out — all of him in me, hips tight to mine, the biggest thing I've ever had — and then he stays there and lets me climb around him. Lets me quit gasping, and waits me out until I want it moving.

My hand goes out along the sheet and Colin's closes over it. He's kneeling at the bed. His thumb finds my palm and presses, and I press back, and Samson starts to move.

He fucks me at the speed he chooses, long full strokes that drag me up the bed and pull me back, and the headboard knocks the wall in Samson's rhythm and the room goes quiet watching except for the two of us breathing. The first time I go off around him I shout it, and he laughs — deep, pleased — and keeps the same slow pace right through all of it. He finishes with his forehead dropped to my shoulder, his breathing gone ragged, his cum going into me in long pulses until I'm full of him. He eases out and lies down along my side, and his cum starts its slow slide down me and I let it.

I'm still coming down when Jeremiah takes his place. He's lean under his neat mustache and careful with his hands. He lifts my leg over his hip and slides up into my pussy easy — I'm sore and open and glad of the difference. Amos waits until he's settled. Then Amos is behind me, and above my back Amos and Jeremiah talk across my body like men leaning on a tailgate.

"Hay still up around Millbrook?" Amos asks him.

"Up enough."

Neither of them lowers his voice for me. Then Amos's thumb starts working spit into my ass, patient, circling, and the talk goes on over me. Then the head of his cock is there, pushing. I clench against it and he holds the pressure steady, patient as his thumb was, and the give comes slow — the head seating itself in me, stretching me wide enough I cry out into the sheet. He stops there and lets me quit shaking. Then he pushes again, and I put my face into the sheets.

Nothing I have ever taken anywhere has been this thick. The burn opens and opens and keeps opening, my noise going into the sheet, my grip finding Colin's hand and closing hard on it, and Jeremiah reaches back and holds me open for him with both hands. Colin's hand finds mine and grips. His thumb presses into my palm, hard, steady, and I squeeze and breathe while Amos bottoms out with Jeremiah still in my pussy — both of them in me at once, no room left anywhere for anything but that.

They work out a rhythm without discussing it, Jeremiah short under me, Amos long behind, and I lie pinned between them, cheek to the sheet, taking it, while they're still talking hay above my back. My noise comes up out of me steady now, into the sheets and around Jeremiah's shoulder, and neither man hushes me. Amos calls me the best thing in the county with his cock in my ass and Jeremiah says, "Told you," and slaps my hip, and I'd laugh if I had the breath to laugh with.

It goes through me longer than anything has any business going through anybody. When Amos finishes it's with both hands clamped on my hips, hauling me back onto him, his cum going in deep, and Jeremiah follows holding my leg up over him. Somebody eases out of me. A moment later the other pulls free, and I groan at the emptying. I lie across the bed where they leave me, wrecked, dripping, the sheet under my face damp with spit and cum.

The mattress shifts along the edge. I turn my head. All three of them sit there undressed, Samson in the middle, catching their breath, and I hear myself ask the room.

"When can you come back?"

Samson takes his time. "You call Marcus, we'll come. That's all it is, ma'am."

Jeremiah waits his turn. "You're asking like we'd need persuading."

"Name the night," Amos says. "I'll drive it."

The rest of the night belongs to all of them. They pass me back and forth and pin my wrists into the spread and take their turns and take them again. Somewhere past midnight they're calling me the best thing in the county, both at once, over noise I can't seem to lower. Down the hall my voice carries — I hear it hit the kitchen and come back, and the woman hollering in it is me, and I let her holler. Colin keeps the water coming, full glass in and empty out, and clean towels land on the chair back every pass. Whenever my hand goes out, it finds his. Through the worst of Amos's second turn he grips it and presses his thumb into my palm and I grip back, and he holds on as long as I need holding.

Past three the men drift to the kitchen. I come down wrapped in Colin's flannel with my hair flat on one side and put the leftover potluck casserole on the counter, cold, fork standing in the dish, and they eat it straight from the glass, standing up, and empty it. Somewhere in there Amos leans back in a kitchen chair and the leg clicks loose, and that's how my husband ends up explaining wood glue in the small hours.

"Glue and a clamp overnight," Colin says. "Glue's stronger than the wood, done right. That chair will outlast the table."

Samson nods along at his own speed. "My daddy mended everything that way. Chairs. Fences. Tempers."

"You glue the chairs at every house you visit, Hartwell?" Jeremiah says.

"Only the ones that wobble."

Amos points his fork at the empty dish. "Woman feeds a man like that, he's back every month the roads allow."

Colin puts coffee on. Amos washes the cups, Jeremiah dries, and Jeremiah dries what Amos washes, splitting my sink without being asked, and the cups go upside down on the counter when they're done.

They bed down where there's room — Jeremiah to the guest room, Samson and Amos to the couch and the rug by the banked fire. Colin gathers the glasses off the bedroom tables and carries them past me on the stairs, and halfway down he says it.

"I'm already working Samson in for May—"

"Yes."

He hadn't finished. He grins at the steps ahead of us. "I loved serving tonight," he says. "The water. The towels. The running. Every glass of it."

I put my hand between his shoulders the rest of the way down.

In the morning the men still sleep. Colin's side of the bed is still warm when I leave it. Boots lie by the couch, coats hang on the pegs, the guest-room door stands shut. The coffee cups sit upside down on the counter where the men left them, dry now, washed in the dark.

I touch each one on my way past.


The Shy One

Every county keeps one man nobody looks at, and Halloway keeps its man in wire glasses, behind the feed store counter, on a stitched shirt tag that reads EZRA.

I break the agreement on a bright morning in March, over a box of fence staples.

"Fence staples," I tell him, because I truly did come in for fence staples. Being honest about it is the nicest lie I've told all year.

He fetches the box down off the shelf and reads the label, then reads it again. "Galvanized. One and a— one and a quarter inch, or the— ma'am, which gun do you run, or is it hand-nailed, because then you'd want the—" The words jam up behind each other and he stops them all in his mouth and starts over, quieter. "One and a quarter?"

"One and a quarter."

He rings it up with his eyes on the register the entire time, and I use the wait. Tall in a stooped way, twenty-four or so, lean through the shoulders, cropped-up black hair, wire glasses on a long face, hands too big for his wrists, grown in ahead of the arms that carry them. His ears have gone dark red over a box of staples. A thought arrives while he counts my change: those eyes have never come up off a counter for me, and I want them. I hold my breath on it, then let it out slow.

I lean my elbows on the counter and say it quiet.

"Ezra."

His eyes come up. Brown, round, startled. First ones he's given me.

"Would you ever want to come home with me? Sometime. Today, if you liked."

The box tips. Staples go everywhere — across the counter, into the candy rack, ringing off the floor. He grabs at them and misses and grabs again and comes up with a fistful and no sentence.

"Is this—" His voice cracks in the middle. "A joke. Is this a joke."

"It's not a joke."

"You're serious." He takes his glasses off, puts them back on. "Why— me. Why me?"

"Because I've stood here ten minutes watching you fight not to look at me, and it's the best ten minutes I've had all week."

"You're serious."

"I'm serious. Ask me again tomorrow and I'll say it the same."

His shift ends at noon. He says something to the older clerk with his jacket half on and leaves his truck where it's parked.

His knee bounces the whole way — through town, past the school, up my lane — and stops only when I put my hand on it at the stop sign by the church. He laughs once, surprised at himself.

"You can breathe, Ezra," I say.

He tries.

Colin lifts a hand off the porch rail and holds the door.

Inside, in the kitchen light, Ezra stops just past the mat with his jacket still on. "I should say, I've never—"

"I know. That's the reason I picked you." I set my hand flat on his chest and feel his heart going. "Stand still and let me do it."

The voice comes out level. I hold it there.

"I'm lifting your shirt now." I work it up his ribs, slow. "Arms." He lifts them. The shirt goes over his head, his cropped hair pushing through the collar, and I straighten his glasses on his face before I let it drop on the chair back. "Good. Now the undershirt."

Off over his head. His chest is lean and dark brown, flat dark nipples, ribs showing when he breathes, his stomach jumping everywhere my eyes land. I take my time going down it and coming back up, and he stands for it with his fists opening and closing at his sides.

"My turn." The henley goes off over my head. The bra follows. My breasts come loose and hang in the kitchen light, full, nipples up hard in the cool, and his eyes stick there and his mouth comes open and stays open. I roll my shoulders once and watch them swing, and his eyes swing with them.

Then his eyes jump past my shoulder to the hall door. "You're sure. Me. You're sure it's me."

"I drove you here myself. Look at me. I'm sure."

I tip my chin up and he comes down clumsy and hard, glasses bumping my cheekbone, his mouth unsteady on mine until I open under him and he finds out what it's for. He learns fast. One hand lands on my bare waist, hot and too careful, and I move it up onto my breast, and his breath goes out of him in a long shake.

I take his hand and start for the hall.

At the foot of the stairs his hands close on my hips, and the stammer gone, breath and grip where the words were. He turns me on the first stair and kisses me with everything the first kiss held back, then steers me up ahead of him, both hands on my hips all the way up. So much for my slow evening.

In the bedroom I reach for my jeans button and his hands close over mine and move them away. He pushes the jeans down over my hips himself, takes the panties with them, and I step out and stand bare and he gives my body the same look I gave his chest, top to bottom, and he takes his time over it. Ezra hangs a second at the foot of the bed, eyes on the mattress.

"Go on, now," Colin says from the corner, on his feet by the chair. "It's the bed."

Ezra strips his own jeans fast — the first clothes he's taken off himself all day — boxers with them, and his cock comes out thick for a lean man, medium brown, darker at the head, rising the rest of the way on its own. I look as long as I like. He lets me.

Then his hands take my hips and pull me back into the bed edge and bend me over it.

I'm wet enough, wet from the kitchen on, and he goes in thick and doesn't stop — the stretch stings and then fills, and my gasp gets drowned out by his, louder than mine, wrung out of him. Then he takes me hard. Starved, single-minded, hips cracking into mine at whatever pace he owns, the bed legs skidding on the boards with every drive. His grip bites into my hips. I grab the quilt in two fists and hold on.

Then he pulls out, turns me — hands at my waist, over onto my back on the bed before I've caught a breath — and climbs over me and goes back in deep, and in the corner Colin's palm presses flat on his own thigh.

Face to face now. The glasses slide down his nose and fog between us, and his eyes keep finding mine on every stroke — checking even now, even like this — and my voice starts up the room.

"Let him hear you, Gina," Colin says.

Ezra's mouth finds my nipple and sucks it hard, no ceremony, and the pull shoots straight to my clit. I hook my heels behind his knees and work my fingers into his cropped hair and hold on to him. Want pours out of him, every stroke spent from some shut place in him, and it builds fast out of his gasping, out of the bed legs skidding, out of his eyes coming back to mine — and I go, loud, clamped around him, my shout filling the room and the hallway past it. He fucks me through it and follows with a shout of his own, my name in it, his first word all evening, and goes deep and stays, his cum filling me hot, his forehead dropped to my shoulder.

He eases out and rolls to my side and lies there heaving, glasses fogged and crooked. Then he pushes them up his nose and stares at the ceiling.

"Did I— did I do it right?"

I get my breath back before I answer.

"You did."

He turns his head and looks at me over the crooked wire, and I know what that question costs to ask, because I spent years on the same question, quietly, in a pew. Nobody ever taught me any of this. I like being the one who knows. So I say it again, slower, my hand on his cheek.

"You did well, Ezra. You did real well. And I'll keep saying it. That's a promise."

We stay under the quilt while his heart slows down. He tells me about the chicken coop he's building his mother, and where he's gone wrong on the roof, and how he'll fix it, and I listen to the stammer come and go in him.

Later, Colin walks him out with a hand between his shoulders. I stay at the kitchen doorway.

"You did fine," Colin tells him at the door. "She'll text you."

The men stop between me and the front door, faces turned in, shoulders square to each other, and whatever goes between them goes at a height I can't see over. I get Colin's back and the edge of Ezra's glasses and no more. Then the door, and Colin's keys off the hook — feed store first, for the truck, then home.

Colin's back within the half hour. I pour his coffee and sit with mine.

"His shyness," I say. "Col, that's mine. That's the exact one I carried."

It comes out level, same as it does for church talk.

Colin takes his time with it. His palm comes to rest flat on the table wood.

"I could do all of it myself now," I tell him. "Find them. Ask them. Drive them home. End to end, no help."

He lets a breath go first. "You mean that?"

"I mean it."

"All right, then." He drinks his coffee.

Church morning, Colin's dressed before I'm out of bed, and my phone goes off on the counter while the coffee's still hot.

Ezra.

Mrs. Hartwell. Gina. Sorry — I've started this message a lot of times now. Thank you for yesterday. I keep waiting to wake up and have it go back to being what I think about instead of what happened, and it hasn't, and I don't know where to put that except thank you. My glasses got bent a little. I'm leaving them that way. — E.

It fills the screen and spills past it. I read it through and delete nothing.


The Word for It

I sit at the back of the Pinecrest lot with the engine running and my eyes on the highway. March has the pool drained and strapped under its blue cover, and the office light is the only one lit on the place, and a car comes off the highway past it, slow, slower than a car comes off a highway. The window behind the wheel is full of blond waves before it is anything else, and the car slows, and slows more, and stops a lane over with the driver's glass already going down.

I know that fringe before I know the face. My purse sits on the passenger seat. My phone sits dark. Nothing in this car but me and a tank of gas, and Bonnie Pruitt's blue eyes coming across the lane at me.

I get my window down. "Bonnie. Hi. Hi."

"Lord, honey, you about took a year off me, crawling through this lot." Outlet bags are piled behind her seat, tissue paper everywhere. "What are you doing clear out east on a Saturday?"

The answer is out of me before I've picked it. "Dropping a casserole to my cousin. She's just up the road — the new place."

"Your Doreen? Out here?"

"Her building sits back past the lodge. Barnard loops around this way."

"Well. Ain't you the good one, hauling tacos to family on your Saturday." A bag crinkles somewhere behind her. "I've been at that outlet since ten, so don't ask what I spent." Then her eyes take one pass over my face, kind as anything. "You look wore out, honey. Call me tomorrow."

"You too, Bon."

Her window goes up. Her car pulls out and turns west for home, and I watch it the whole way to the stop sign and past it, and then my hands start on the wheel and I let them finish. Months of this, and I have never once sent one home. The phone lights up on the seat. Twenty minutes out. I look at it a long time before I type. Today's off. I'm sorry. The dots come and go on his side of the screen. Then they quit.

I come out the far side of the lot the other way. Two doors from the lodge there's a shop with a hand-lettered OPEN sign, the kind of place that sells other people's grandmothers, and I go in before I've finished deciding to. I buy a lamp. Milk-glass base, a rose painted on the shade, sitting a little crooked on its shelf. The woman at the till wraps the cord around the neck of it and tells me it's outlived everybody who made it. "It's a gift," I hear myself say, and she rings it up, and the receipt goes into my purse, folded small.

Colin has the kitchen wiped and the mail sorted when I come in with the lamp under my arm, and I stand in the doorway and tell it to him straight. The lot, the car, the fringe at the window before the face. A man twenty minutes out who got two lines instead. A taco bake that never existed.

He sits down. "She slowed beside you."

"Window to window."

"And you gave her the cousin."

"On the spot. It came out level."

"Say it to me like I'm her," he says.

So I run it. Doreen, the new building back past the lodge, the taco bake she asks for at reunions, the shop two doors down where I stopped on a whim and bought a lamp on sale. Colin listens with his elbows on the table.

"The shop's real," I say. "The lamp's real. The receipt's in my purse. That's the whole trick, Col. Most of it already happened."

He nods, and then he's off. Doreen should have a cat, orange and mean, comes with the apartment. A mother in a home, that's sadder, keep the mother. By the time he's done she's got a bad knee, a job answering phones at a dentist's office, and a cat named Skipper, and I'm laughing into my hands at my own table, laughing at a woman who doesn't exist, and Colin's grinning across the grocery pad.

"She'll corner me somewhere," he says. "Hardware store. Church basement. When she does, I'll give her Doreen same as you. Whole thing, cat and all."

"Colin Hartwell." I look at him. "You have never lied to a living soul."

"Then she'll believe me."

I carry the lamp up while supper browns and set it on our dresser beside the mirror. The rose shade doubles in the glass. It looks like it grew there.

Sunday, Bonnie shifts her hymnal to one arm and puts out her hand. "Gina." The hand is dry and quick. At coffee hour she's merry with the whole room and gives me a few words at a time.

Sunday night the phone goes. "So. Tell me about this casserole." And I tell it, taco bake, Doreen, the building past the lodge, and it comes out level, and she hums at the right places, and then: "What's her address, hon? I'll send her a card. Nobody should be new someplace with nobody to send them so much as a card."

"She's not settled enough for mail to find her. I'll keep carrying her dishes."

Bonnie laughs, a half-beat late, and I hate that I hear it.

She calls again midweek and I tell it word for word, and it comes out smoother every pass, and that's the part that scares me. Mornings in the shower I run the whole story against the tile, quiet, start to finish, the same steam where I once practiced other sentences. It keeps its shape that way. All week I catch the lamp from the hallway, rose side out, doubled in the mirror.

Tuesday night Colin puts his fork down at supper.

"I could tell her myself. Sit her down somewhere quiet and hand her the whole of it, start to finish. She'd take it from me, I think—"

"No."

"Gina—"

"The lie's mine, Col. I built Doreen out of my own mouth and she's mine to carry."

He looks at me a while. Then he reaches over and takes my hand, and we eat the rest of supper that way, one-handed.

Our Wednesday lunch dies by text at nine: Rain check, hon. Big week. Her texts run shorter all week. Thursday morning it's You good? and I answer Good!! and sit looking at my exclamation points next to her handful of words.

Thursday at dusk a car comes up the drive and a door thunks, and footsteps cross the porch and go, quick, and by the time I get the storm door open the drive is empty. The porch light is on — she must have reached it on her way in — and under it, on the boards, sits the covered dish I took soup over in before Christmas. Returned, lid and all, no note.

I stand in the doorway with my hand on the latch. The dish sits where she left it. In all the years of that woman walking through my front door, this is the first visit that stayed outside. I let the storm door shut and leave the dish be.

Through the kitchen window the light burns over it. She saw my car in that lot a week ago tonight. She's had seven days of my voice, and she loves me, and I know what she does with things she loves. She checks them.

Friday the cancelled man writes once more. No hard feelings here. Maybe another time. Friendly as anything. I start an answer at the counter and quit inside the first word and set the phone face-down.

Friday evening a knock comes at the storm door and True stands outside it with his collar up.

"Smelled the cornbread clear off the county road," he says. "A man can only fight so hard."

I feed him cornbread and the last of the chili, and he eats like supper is a favor done him personally, and after, over coffee, I tell him. Saturday. The lot. Bonnie's fringe at the window. The man on the highway who got two lines of text instead of me.

True sits back. His cup goes over to both hands and stays there.

"There was a woman in Omaha," he says. "Going on two years. Sweetest thing the Lord ever—" He drinks and sets the cup down. "She never asked where the road went. Not once in two years. Then her baby sister got married, and the question came out over the cake with my name on it. What happens out there, True. Who's with you." He looks at the table. "I gave her half of it at that table. Watched her take it and smile with it still in her mouth. Packed my truck while she danced."

"You never told her."

"Never did. Somebody was going to carry that thing, and I'd rather it was me." He lifts the water glass, and his shoulders work under the shirt, one and then the other, and I remember the exact weight of those wrists coming down over my head on the guest bed. I go warm low in my body while he's still talking. My eyes take their trip — his mouth, his wrists, his hands folded around the cup — and stay on the hands.

His eyes come up and catch mine where I've put them, and True slows down.

"You want the Omaha part again, Mrs. Hartwell?"

"No," I say. "I'm listening."

"No, you're not," he says, and lets it sit. He holds my eyes while he drains the coffee, and sets the cup down slow, and I still haven't moved mine.

He goes not long after. "Thanks for the plate. Keep well, Gina." His truck runs the county road west, and I stand in the doorway a while.

Saturday afternoon I walk down to the boxes at the road, and Bonnie's car comes up slow behind me and pulls in alongside. She stays by her own door, engine running.

"Afternoon, Gina."

"Afternoon."

She looks past me at the house a moment, the porch included.

"How's your cousin keeping?"

"Doreen's holding her own."

Her eyes sit on my mouth through the answer and one beat past it. My mouth has gone dry around the words, and I keep my grip on the mail easy so she can't read it in my fingers.

"Good," she says. "Glad."

We stand there smiling at each other across the boxes. Hers holds. It takes her a while to be the one who looks away, and then she's gone up the road the way she came, and the mail in my hand can wait.

Colin goes up when the kitchen's wiped. I get paper and sit where we eat and write to Bonnie.

Dear Bonnie. There is no Doreen. There never was a taco bake or a building past the lodge, and I'm why your dish sat out on my porch in the cold. The true story runs long, so I'm putting it here where you can't interrupt me.

I write her all of it. The store. The first man. Colin in the doorway with my whole life in his hands and his hands staying. Every name I could say out loud, and did. It runs pages, front and back, and my hand aches before the last of it.

At the bottom: I don't have the word for what my life is now. When I find it, it comes out of my own mouth, to your face, and you can do what you want with me after.

I sign it Gina, seal the flap, put no stamp on it, and carry it upstairs. The cedar box opens on the little cross, Ezekiel's folded bulletin, True's napkin off the Millbrook roll. I lay the envelope on top of them and look at it once and shut the lid. My phone sits face-down on the nightstand where I left it, and I turn it over once before I get into bed. I leave the lamp burning on the dresser. Colin's breathing runs slow and easy beside me.

Past midnight I wake and get up and stand at the dresser. The lamp is still going. I open the box. The envelope lies where I laid it, on the bulletin and the napkin, under the little cross.

I close the lid. I turn off the lamp.


Stag Night

"Come up with me, Col."

Colin looks over his shoulder, cup halfway up. Down the hall the bedroom lamp is burning and Marcus is already up there, and my voice comes out level over the whole kitchen.

He sets the cup in the saucer. "Both—"

"I'm not asking tonight, baby," I say. "I'm telling you."

He looks at me a long moment. Then he stands and comes around the table and takes my hand, and we climb the stairs together, my bare feet cold on the treads, Marcus leaning in the bedroom doorway with his arms folded on the frame, grinning down at the pair of us.

"Well, look at that. She went and fetched you her own self."

"Fetched," Colin says.

Every other time, I've asked. Asked him to carry the chair up, asked him to stay, asked for every piece of this with my voice turned up polite. I stand in the bedroom door with my hand in my husband's.

Marcus crosses the room and sits on the edge of our mattress, boots off and lined under the dresser. Colin stops just inside the door. I come past him into the lamplight and stand, and neither man says a word. Marcus from the bed. Colin over his shoulder at me. I let them look as long as they want to.

"Take your time," I tell them. "I mean to be looked at tonight."

I pull the nightgown up over my head, unhurried, the cotton dragging up over me and catching a second at my chest before it clears. It drops on the rug. The air is cool on my bare arms and my nipples come up hard. My fringe is standing up where the cotton pulled it and I leave it. I turn around slow, all the way around, so each man gets all of me from where he sits — my breasts heavy and shifting with the turn, the soft of my belly, my pussy, my ass when my back comes around — and I watch them watch me do it. Marcus makes a low sound in his chest. Colin swallows his. The wet is running down my inner leg before I'm halfway around, and I'm the one who did that.

Look at me, I think. Both of you. God, look.

"Colin." My husband's ears have gone red. "Get in the bed."

He gets in the bed. He sits back against the headboard and Marcus lifts the spread for me, and I climb in between my lover and my husband and lie back in the yellow of the lamp.

"Marcus." I turn onto my side and reach back and find his hip. "Behind me. Colin—" my voice isn't steady anymore and I've stopped caring "—face on. Hold me. I want your mouth while he's inside me."

Marcus comes in warm along my back, his arm coming around my hip, his hand settling on the front of it, and he pushes into me slow, thick, patient degrees of it, and he does not stop until my body has taken all of his cock and my breath has to go somewhere. I say his name into the side of Colin's neck.

Colin cups my face and kisses me, deep, his tongue finding mine, and Marcus starts to move, his hands at my hips moving me forward into my husband's mouth on every push.

"Listen at her, Col." Marcus says it behind me, in the middle of a push that pulls a gasp up out of me. "Woman's half your size and she's got a man your size taking orders."

"Seems fair," Colin says against my mouth.

"Colin." Steady is gone for good and I want it gone. "My chest. Both hands, and don't be polite about it."

His hands come up and take the weight of my breasts, and his mouth closes over my nipple and sucks until my back bows, and I get my fingers into his hair and hold him there. Marcus keeps my hip right where I told him to keep it, long strokes, unhurried, and the two of them have me so full and so held that I stop being able to finish a sentence.

"Marcus — deeper. Hold there. Colin, the other one's getting jealous."

He switches. I give the room a sound I'd have died of two years back, and Marcus groans low behind my ear, and I come with my husband's mouth at my breast and my lover deep in me, shaking, both of them holding me through it.

True knocks at the front door, down at the foot of the stairs, and everything in the bed stops.

"It's True." His voice comes up the stairwell, unhurried, pleasant. "Rolling through, and I read Marcus's pickup and your truck both sitting in the drive, and the porch light burning besides. And I thought: nobody lights a porch this time of night for the fun of it. So what was I going to do, drive on past a lit porch? Y'all up?"

A knock on this door used to mean the robe, the lamp out, a story with all its buttons done up. I look at Marcus instead. Marcus is grinning at the ceiling.

"Well, hell," he says.

Colin's hand finds my waist under the spread and squeezes once, and lets go.

I slide out from between the two of them, Marcus slipping out of me, me wet and open and past caring who sees it. I cross the room naked with their eyes on my back and open the bedroom door and lean over the rail. The porch light burns over the step, and True's shape waits behind the storm glass, sack hanging from his fist.

"Come in, True. Door's open. Come on up."

I go back and stand in the middle of the bedroom floor with nothing on and wait.

The front door shuts. Boots on the boards, up the stairs, easy. Behind me Colin turns the spread down on the empty side and makes the space without a word.

True stops in the doorway. Black shirt, sleeves rolled, gas-station sack off two fingers, and his eyes start at my ankles and climb. They take their time. When they reach my face he says it quiet. "Well, now."

Then faster, because it's True: "I was coming through and I got hungry, so I bought me some road food, and then I seen the trucks. And the porch." He looks past me at the bed, at Marcus sitting up against the headboard and Colin beside him, and back at me, and his grin comes up slow. "Okay," he says. "Okay then."

"True, how did you—" Marcus laughs, low, and his hand closes on my wrist and pulls, easy, toward the mattress, and I never finish it. I let him pull me back onto the bed. True steps in, leaves the door standing open behind him, and sits on the edge to work his boots off.

The house stays loud past midnight. Marcus takes me again with the pillows ending up on the floor and my ankles at his shoulders. True puts me up the wall by the doorway light. The plaster runs cold down my back while he runs hot down the front of me, his hands full of my ass, my feet off the floor, and he drives in standing and I hold onto his shoulders and take it. Colin takes his turn in the middle of the bed with his mouth at my ear, and my quiet husband is loud. Somewhere in the small hours True stands in the doorway in his bare feet and eats his road food watching us, and lays the empty sack on the dresser. Colin never leaves the bed. When a turn isn't his he holds a knee, an ankle, hands a glass of water, and when it is his turn he's inside me with the door standing open.

Deep in the small hours I put both palms on True's chest and push him flat. He goes down grinning, and I climb on and sit down on his cock, slow, taking him to the root, my body making room for him a little at a time. He's longer than he looks in his clothes and I stay seated until the stretch eases, and then I move. His hands come up for my hips and I catch his wrists and press them down into the mattress.

"No," I tell him. "Tonight I do this part."

I ride him, long strokes first, then shorter, then long again, and his hips come up off the bed to meet me no matter what I've done with his hands. My husband is at the foot of the bed watching me run the night, and I did that. So I say it out loud, loud enough for the whole foot of the bed.

"Harder, True. I want it harder."

He takes a fistful of my ass in each hand and drives up into me from underneath, hard, harder, and the sound I make fills the room top to bottom.

"Right there," I tell him. "Right there. Don't you dare stop."

At the foot of the bed Marcus sits back on his heels with his cock lying heavy in his fist, eyes fixed on where True and I are joined. Colin sits beside him with his forearms on his knees. True drives up into me while I keep my eyes on my husband, and Colin watches me ride another man in our own bed, mouth open, chest working fast.

I finish on top, loud, both men watching, and True's grip closes hard on my hips as he groans and comes up into me. I stay seated on him through all of it, head back, breathing.

The lamp is off. I lie between bodies in the dark, wrung out, wide awake. Colin's hand finds mine under the spread.

"Gina." His voice comes out low. "This is the best night I ever had."

I turn my head toward his voice and wait.

"And I keep trying to figure out which kind of best. The married-to-you kind or the other kind." His thumb moves once over my ring. "Can't do it. Reckon I don't have to."

"No," I say. "You don't."

I think about the calendar hanging inside the kitchen door, April's page crowded with pencil.

"May," I say into the dark. "I'm leaving it blank. No name picked, no night circled."

Colin's arm comes over me. "All right." He's quiet a while. "You sure?"

"Tonight did the picking," I say. "I figure next month can too."

True sleeps on the floor. He pulled the spare quilt off the guest-room bed without asking anybody and made his place in the dark beside the bed, and he's out now, one long arm hooked up over the mattress, his boots set together by the door.

The corner chair stands empty by the window.

I let it stand.


A First Name Only

April has the county turned over and planted, and on a Saturday dusk Halloway runs its small business, carts out of Fogelman's, the ball field loud past the school, both steeples shut up till morning. It is a county that explains a stranger before he finishes a tank of gas. A new man at the sale barn turns up somebody's cousin, or somebody's ex-con, or the fellow who roofed the parsonage and took his time on it, and by Sunday the whole story has been through both churches with improvements. Halloway would vouch for the devil himself by the second hymn, and vouch hard, and believe it.

I come back off the Stonebridge road with the light going and pull into the travel center for coffee, meaning nothing by it.

The store smells of diesel and drip coffee. A long-haul rig is sided up to the pumps outside, and its driver stands at the counter ahead of me, broad through the shoulders, gray working in at his temples, road dust up his jeans and across the canvas jacket hanging off the counter rail. I ask the girl which pot's freshest, and he answers over her head, grinning first and talking second.

"Neither one, ma'am. I stood here and watched her make both."

Then he looks at me. Boots first. Up the jeans, slower through his look at my mouth, then down and back, finishing at my butt. The old me would have found the floor tile fascinating. This me stays in the look and lets him have all of it, and heat climbs my neck while I hold, and his grin widens like something got decided. I put my card down before his hand finds his wallet.

"Both coffees."

He looks at the card. Then me. "That so."

I ask him what brings him through, whether he lives in the county or just feeds a rig in it.

"Passing through." He snaps a lid on his cup. "I run loads out of Denver, cutting south. Don't know a soul in this county and don't expect to. Suits me fine."

Take him home. The sentence arrives whole, ahead of the coffee, ahead of deciding. My mouth is already going.

"I live up the road. Follow me home."

He takes his time on me a second time. The girl at the register finds something urgent in the back. The pumps run. Then he says, "A woman buys my coffee and asks me home before the lid's on. I've run a lot of miles, ma'am. Nobody ever led with that." He picks up his cup. "Lead the way."

In the lot his engine runs behind me while I dial. Colin answers on the first try.

"Colin. It's me. I'm bringing company home. A man. You'll hear the rig before you see it."

Colin's quiet a second.

"Anybody I know?"

"No. Nobody knows him."

His silence runs longer this time. He sets his bottle down on a table, slow.

"All right," he says. "See you at the house."

West then, the rig tall in my mirror the whole road, my cup riding the holder cold and undrunk. At the mailbox the porch light's burning, and the big hood swings in behind my bumper and stops, and Levon drops out of the cab a stride at a time.

Colin's got the door open before I'm up the steps, gray flannel combed for company. He puts his hand out and the driver's hand goes around it, one pump, easy, and lets go.

"Beer?" Colin says.

"Obliged."

Colin hands it over and the man carries it through the house, looking over every room he crosses, the windows, the wall pictures, the tops of the door frames, Colin talking and him nodding along. He comes back to the kitchen nodding still.

At the counter he sets the bottle down and sticks his hand out to me this time. "Levon. People call me Levon."

"Levonne."

His eyes get there a half-beat late. He caught it.

"Levonne, then," he says, and lets it stand.

I take my cup up the stairs and stop where the hall turns. "Colin?" And that's all of that. He comes with his own bottle and passes us and takes the corner chair at the foot of the bed, and the doorway fills up behind me.

Levon puts his phone and his lighter on the nightstand.

He turns me to face him and strips me where I stand. Sweater up and off. His hand runs down my back and the bra goes. Jeans unbuttoned, worked down over my butt, me stepped out of them. He takes each piece of me at his own pace and asks nothing. Down to the last of it he crouches and draws my panties off over my bare feet, slow, and stands back a step, and looks.

He looks a long time. Cool on my bare skin and my nipples tight under it, my hands wanting to cover and my hands staying where I put them. His look lands everywhere it wants before it comes back up to my mouth.

Then he sits me on the bed and lays me back and puts my legs where he wants them, a big hand at each knee, setting me open, taking his time about that too.

His mouth finds mine and stays. The kiss is slow and tasting, his hand at my jaw holding my face where he wants it, and my body comes up off the mattress after his when he lifts his. His fingers walk down my throat, over my breasts, across my belly, into the hair, and find me, and part me. Slick already. He makes a low sound at that and slides through the wet, and takes his time at everything he finds, and I'm moving on his hand before I decide to, my head back, his mouth come down to suck one nipple slow while his fingers keep working, and the first one builds and breaks with my heel skidding on the sheet.

He stands, pushes his jeans down, and comes up over me, and pushes in slow. The stretch goes one thick measure at a time, my body making room, my mouth open with it, and he watches my face the whole way in, propped on his arms, unhurried. I watch his eyes going over me. Nobody's ever come into me slower, and nobody's ever looked less away.

He keeps that pace till he's done, deep and even, and finishes with a groan into my neck, going deep and holding there, and I lie under him getting my wind back.

Before I have it, he slides out, looks down the length of me, and comes back over me again.

"Nowhere to be," he says.

He goes back in on the wet he left, and his weight comes down and takes me flat into the mattress, and he fucks me like that, close and heavy, my legs up around him, his breath at my ear, the bedframe going quiet against the wall because he holds it still through his own strength. Halfway through he rolls me onto my belly, catches both my wrists in one fist and sets them at my lower back, and keeps on from further out, my cheek turned on the spread, my arms pinned light under his grip. No man in this house has ever done that to me, and none of them asked first. Marcus warns me before he grips. True talks me through it even when he's rough. This one told me nothing in that bedroom from the first word to the last, and my body took it as its answer, open for more. I turn my head on the pillow and find Colin. Corner chair, foot of the bed, bottle sweating unopened in his fist, his knee going up and down. He meets my eyes. He nods. A smaller nod than his usual, a small one, but it comes, and I hold his eyes through two more strokes before Levon's hand turns my jaw back and his mouth covers mine. He comes off my mouth and his hand covers it instead, big over my lips and my chin, and whatever sound I make goes into his palm and nowhere else.

The thought comes with a stroke: a man I met over a coffee pot, in my own bed, his fist on my wrists, and not one soul in the county knows his road. If I hollered, who would come. My body pushes back into him before I've finished the thought. He keeps me through the end of it and past it, and finishes after me with his weight driving me down into the mattress, and stays there, breathing.

The clock on the nightstand says eleven when he lifts his head. He dresses sitting on the bed's edge, jeans, boots, the canvas jacket. He pockets his phone off the nightstand and misses the lighter beside it. At the doorway he goes through without a word, down the stairs, and then the front door, and I lie there and listen to the rig turn over and take him off down the county road.

I get back into my jeans and the sweater and go down barefoot and turn the lock behind him. It goes over with a click.

I stand at my own front door with my hand still on it. A grin. A first name I bent on purpose and he kept bent for me. I don't know his road, or his last name, or one soul who'd take his side in a room. Marcus's men came vouched. True's warning came ahead of Kenny. Every man in this house arrived explained by somebody. This one came off a highway counter on my say-so alone.

My say-so held. The house is standing, and warm, and I'm in it.

The kitchen light is still on. Colin sits at the table with his bottle and the quiet, and he waits till I'm in the chair.

"Gina." He turns the bottle in his hand. "Who was that man?"

"Levon." I make him wait. "A trucker passing through. That's the whole of it, Col. That's everything I know."

He takes that in.

Then the nod comes. Smaller than it's been, but it comes, and something in me lets go when it does. We sit in the kitchen light and hold each other's eyes across the table.

Later I go up to strip the bed. The sheets are ruined and the lamp's still burning, and on the nightstand his lighter sits where he left it, missed when he pocketed the phone. I pick it up and carry it to the dresser and set it down on the bare wood.

I leave it there.


Supper with the Teagues

The company china is down on the tablecloth when the Buick turns in at the road. The roast rests in its foil on the stove and the smell runs the whole downstairs, and I stand at the front-room window with a dish towel over my shoulder and watch the car take our drive slow.

Colin comes up the hall in the good shirt, cuffs turned once, and stops beside me.

"Big deal?"

"Pastor's Sunday supper. Biggest deal in Halloway this side of Christmas."

He grins and goes to open the storm door.

Pastor Teague comes up the steps holding a quart jar of honey out in front of him in both hands. He's out of the preaching collar today — brown suit, string tie, silver hair fine and combed — and Miriam comes up behind him, small and round, her silver hair pinned up in a bun, reading glasses riding her cardigan on a fine gold chain.

"Pastor. Miriam. Come in off the step."

"Georgiana." He puts the jar in my hands. The honey sits heavy and dark gold in the glass. "Early batch. Off my own bees. They'll tell you themselves it's the best of the spring."

"And don't you set it in the sun, and don't you refrigerate it," Miriam says, "and then it'll outlast every one of us."

Colin takes their coats and I run the kitchen — stove to table to stove, the gravy, the rolls — while Alvin tells Colin about a gate he wants built at the manse and Miriam tells the jar's story over from the top while I stir the gravy. Colin carves the roast at the head of the table and lays the slices out pink, and I set the platter down and my husband's eyes hold on my mouth while I do it, and stay there.

We take our seats and Alvin holds out a hand to each of us and bows his head.

"Lord, we thank you for the bees that worked the spring, and for the fields that fed the bees, and for this jar that came up out of the both of them. We thank you for this house, which shelters its own and keeps a room over for the rest of us, and for the hands that cooked it and the hands that carved it. Bless this food to our use and us to your service. And Lord — you'll forgive us if we take more pleasure in the pie than in the preacher. You made the rhubarb, so we figure you understand. Amen."

"Amen."

The grace runs long — bees, fields, the roof over us, his two knees on a hundred parsonage kitchen floors. Somewhere in the middle of it I open one eye a slit, and Colin is watching my mouth across the roast, head bowed, eyes not.

I lick my lips, slow, and bow my head again, and say my amen with the rest of them.

Miriam carries the supper after that. The year the fellowship hall flooded and they served the Lenten supper off ironing boards, and then the choir got stranded on the far side of the water and sang to them across it anyway, and then one of the brothers lost his teeth in the gelatin and nobody at that table ever said one word about it. Between stories she looks over at me a minute, pleasant, and goes back to her plate.

"How long were you at the Milford charge, Miriam?" I ask her.

"Nine years, and then six at Brookfield, and then here," she says, "and I could tell you about the Brookfield furnace, but we're eating."

Alvin dabs his mouth and takes a small black Testament out of his inside pocket.

"I'll read you my June text, and then you'll tell me if I can preach it." He finds the page. "'Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.' Hebrews. There it is, near the whole gospel in a verse. How does it land in this house?"

He waits.

"It lands true, Pastor," I say. "We've had a year of good company."

Alvin nods, pleased, closing the Testament on his finger.

"We keep the porch light burning," Colin says.

Alvin taps the little book on the tablecloth. "I may steal that for June."

"How's the yard behind the manse?" Colin asks him.

Alvin settles back, and his voice goes soft and slow, settling into the pulpit voice.

"Strong, this spring. I lost the little box in January — cold gets down into the cluster some winters, and it did — but the big hive come through fat and mean. And here's the marvel of them, Col. A hive knows its own. Strange bee comes flying up to the door with a load of somebody else's honey on her legs, and the guards smell her at the threshold and turn her back. Every bee on that landing board, and not one of them could tell you how they knew." He turns his fork over. "Which is more than I can say for — well. You'll have heard. Two counties over there's a Sunday-school superintendent carrying on with the organist, and the whole district's got the story by heart, and it near ruined my Sunday thinking on it."

I get up and pass him the potatoes.

"These are from the co-op, Pastor."

"So they are." He serves himself. "Fine potatoes."

"And good ones," Miriam says.

My heart is going and my voice isn't. I sit back down, and under the table Colin's hand arrives on my knee and stays. My knee keeps where he put it and I eat my supper one bite at a time.

Pie next, cut at the counter — rhubarb out of the back yard, Grandma's crust — and carry the slices in, and Miriam takes her first bite and puts her fork down flat.

"Georgiana. This crust."

"Grandma's card."

"Then I want that recipe, and I want the true one, not the one women give each other at funerals."

I laugh — it comes out of me before I decide on it, big and bare — and Miriam looks pleased, like she built it. "Butter the size of a walnut in the filling, and don't you skimp it, and the sugar goes in plain, no cooking it first." I get the grocery pad off the counter and copy it out at the table, Grandma's pencil marks and all, in my grocery-list hand, and slide it across to her. Somewhere in there I notice I have quit checking the window by the door.

Over coffee Alvin leans back with the cup in both hands.

"And here's the half I preached in April, and this is the half worth staying for." The humor settles into the last of it. "A strong hive will forgive a good deal of robbing. The wasps come, and the robbers come off the dying trees, and the guards turn most of them, and the ones that get through — the hive stands. It can spare it, and get fat besides. Come August it's the fullest box in the yard. It's the weak hive has to fight for every drop, and it's the weak hive you'll find robbed out dead in the fall." He drinks. "Miriam says I keep bees because they're the one congregation that can't answer back."

I nod along at the proper places. My hands are around my cup and my face holds pleasant and church-listening.

I don't take sugar. I take it now — a spoon of it, into my coffee — and stir it and drink it down sweet.

At the door Alvin shakes Colin's hand and takes both of mine in his two.

"You'll come out to the manse next, and let Miriam return the feed. First Sunday you can spare."

"We'll come," Colin says.

Miriam takes my arm at the step, loud and merry right up close.

"You take the honey, and you take my telephone number, Georgiana, and you call a body sometime and don't you wait on church to visit. And I'll tell you one thing for nothing, and then we'll go. Alvin and I rebuilt that parsonage kitchen over and over, and rebuilt the marriage right along with it, and the marriage was the cheaper job by half."

She squeezes my arm through the cardigan sleeve, her hand small and strong, and then she goes down the steps ahead of him and the storm door shuts and the Buick's taillights take the drive and turn toward town and go out past the fence line. We stand on the porch till the sound of it is gone too.

In the kitchen the jar sits on the counter between us. The roast has gone cold in its pan and the supper dishes stand in the rack where we left them, and neither of us touches the light.

Colin holds out his hand.

I take it, and he takes the stairs with me half a step behind, and on the landing he starts on the buttons of my dress, one and then the next, his knuckles dragging the cotton open off my chest as it goes. The dress comes off me in the hallway and lies where it falls, my breasts bare in the cool, his eyes all over me before his mouth is. At the bedroom door I get a sentence started — "Alvin blessed the marriage tonight, Col. Right over the pie, and he doesn't even know he did it" — and Colin turns me and kisses me before the sentence is done, and my hands find his hair and hold there while the kiss takes its time, the door wood at my back. He walks me back to the door and goes down on his knees and puts his mouth on my pussy, one arm banding my hips to the wood, and my head goes back against the door and the rest of the sentence goes wherever sentences go. Then the bed, and him over me, and I give the whole upstairs everything, no window shut on it, nobody down the hall to mind.

After, with my breath still going, I lie with my cheek on his chest.

"I didn't pray one time all evening. Grace and all of it. It never came up."

He's quiet a moment.

"I did," Colin says. "Right around the potatoes." His hand moves slow on my back. "Felt about the same as what you were doing."

Late, with the house dark a good while, I come down barefoot in Colin's flannel shirt for water. The roast sits cold in its pan and the dishes stand in the rack, and the honey jar sits on the counter where Miriam's hands left it. I drink my water at the sink, standing.

Then I take a teaspoon from the drawer and dip it and eat a spoonful of the Teagues' honey in the dark kitchen, slow, off the spoon.

I take a second spoonful, slower.


Gabriel

I push the storm door wide with the dish towel still over my shoulder and have to look up, and up, to find the face of the man bending under the frame. He ducks through and straightens on the boards, tall enough that the porch light shines on the front of his chest and never reaches his face. He holds out a loaf on both palms before he says hello, wrapped in a clean towel, warm through the cloth.

Colin comes to stand beside me and lifts it off his hands.

"Gabriel," he says, deep and slow, a voice from somewhere near the ground. "Baked it this morning. It wants eating while it's warm."

"Marcus telephoned," Colin says. "Said gentle."

"Marcus doesn't vouch for a man he hasn't fed. He's fed me twice this spring." He steps over the sill and his boots land where they land, one ahead of the other, and Colin shuts the door behind him. Gentle. I take the word in with the bread and carry both to the kitchen.

At supper the loaf comes apart warm and goes around the table torn, green beans steaming beside it, and Gabriel holds what's left of it in one hand and passes it whole to Colin, his fingers meeting end to end around the middle. Mostly he watches his plate. Colin asks what he grows, and he answers in slow pieces, each one finished before the next one starts. Whips and rootstock. Shade oak. Peach.

"How long does an oak run to bearing?" Colin says.

"An oak runs a man's whole life to bearing." He cuts his beans with the side of his fork. "I sell them regardless. Somebody plants them. And frost runs downhill and sits in the low ground. A tree in a frost pocket wakes up cold every spring of its life and bears accordingly."

Colin takes that one leaning in on his elbows, and passes him the salt before he's asked, and asks his next question with his mouth full. My husband is making a friend of the man I'll take upstairs tonight. I watch Gabriel break his bread, his fingers around a piece meant for one bite, his chest filling the work shirt shoulder to shoulder, and I think about where those hands go later, and my nipples pull tight inside my bra. While the thought is still warm in my head he looks up off his plate and catches me looking. He holds my eyes a moment and goes back down to his beans.

Afterward I wash and he dries. I point at the cupboard and he puts the plates where I point, and waits on the next point before he reaches for anything. The radio on the counter plays low through the drying, and a woman's voice comes up out of it, an old recording, piano, a congregation shouting amen behind her, and Gabriel sets the dish in his hand down on the rack and stands through the song with the towel hanging from his fist.

"The first record my mother ever bought," he says when it ends. "Older than me. It still holds."

He picks up the next plate. By the time the last skillet is dry I'm wet. I hang the towel on the oven door and go up the stairs, and he follows me up.

I shut the bedroom door. He sits on the edge of the bed with his hands flat on his knees, and the lamp puts his shadow on the wall behind him, and he waits on me. My head runs ahead of me the whole way across the rug, the width of that chest, what those fingers did to the loaf, where they'll start. My nipples are tight before I reach him.

I take one of his hands off his knee and put it flat on my waist. He looks up at me from under those soft heavy brows. Then he stops waiting.

He takes a handful of the sundress at my hip and another at my shoulder and the dress goes up off me in one pull, buttons and all, and lands on the floor. The bra he unclasps with a finger and tosses at the chair back. The panties he hooks down over my hips and drops on the rest. Naked, I come up to the bottom of his ribs.

He looks at me a long time, and I stand for it with my hands at my sides while his eyes run down me and back, my breasts, my belly, the dark hair at my pussy. Then I look back. He pulls his shirt off over his head and I step in close and take him in all at once, the wall of chest, the forearms thicker around than my neck, his dark skin going black where the lamplight quits. I watch him undo his belt and his jeans, and his cock comes out of them heavy and thick, the head full and dark, and I take my time looking.

He sits back down on the edge of the bed and draws me in by the wrist, and bends me back over one arm, and takes my nipple into his mouth. Slow. His beard rasps across the soft of my breast as his head turns, and my pussy clenches at the rasp. He works one breast and then the other, sucking each nipple deep and letting it go slow, and my hand finds the smooth top of his head and holds on.

Then both his hands go under my hips and he lifts me onto his lap, and reaches between us and sets the head of his cock at my opening, and starts me down. The stretch opens stinging, wide past wide, and I shout. He lowers me at his own speed, one hand under each cheek of my ass, until I'm seated on him to the root, my weight held in his hands, my legs spread wide around him, my clit crushed to the hard base of his cock. He is the biggest man ever put inside me, Marcus included, and I clench down around him, hardly able to hold so much of him.

Then he fucks me. He grips my hips in both fists and moves me on him, and the first drive up into me breaks my voice in two. My shout goes up loud through the house. The force is past anything since Kenny, and he carries it at an even, unhurried tempo, the same depth every stroke, the headboard knocking the wall in his rhythm, and he holds that tempo from the first stroke to the last. I come apart on him with my head back and my hands gripping nothing, and he is unbroken, and he keeps me moving through it. The second builds on top of the first, and somewhere in the middle the sting turns over into fullness, my pussy opening and opening for him until all of him slides home easy and deep and stays.

Tears come while he is still moving in me. They run down over my cheek onto my breast. I wipe one cheek with the back of my hand and his eyes stay on where our bodies meet. Then he turns my hips under his hands, setting me at a deeper angle on him, and keeps the same even tempo, and says nothing about the tears.

I lift my chin and nod Colin over from the corner. He crosses and takes my hand and I grip it hard. Gabriel gathers my legs around him and goes on, the same weight, the same depth, my voice climbing every time he seats himself, Colin's thumb moving across my hand through all of it. Gabriel's grip firms on my hips, and his strokes stay even and deep at the last, and he seats himself in me to the hilt and holds, and his breath comes out of him in one heavy sound, and his cock kicks through the long finish while my grip crushes my husband's hand.

He gathers me off him and lays me down easy on the sheet, and rests his palm on my belly a moment, and then he rises and washes in the bathroom and comes back and stretches out. The mattress dips far to his side. I fit myself to him where there's room and sleep.

I wake to gray light and coffee smelling from downstairs. Gabriel stands at the counter in his work shirt with a cup poured for each of us. Colin comes down with his hair flat off the pillow and takes his and smiles down into it. Gabriel drinks standing.

"I've stock to water before the heat," he says.

At the front door he puts his hand out to Colin and holds it through everything he means to say.

"I worked out what to say on the drive over. Thank you for the supper. And thank you for the bed. And for a house that expects a man. I'll come back through Marcus, and I'll bring bread."

He shakes Colin's hand the whole length of the speech and a while past it. Then he nods to me. "The rest of the loaf won't keep past tomorrow. Cut it for church breakfast."

He goes down the steps careful on the boards, and his truck turns at the mailbox, and Colin holds the storm door until the taillights pass the fence line and go.

Upstairs Colin stands at the dresser with his cup.

"I want Gabriel to keep coming to the house," I say from the bed. "I want it. More than the once."

He looks at me from the dresser. "Then he keeps coming," he says.

He sets the cup down and stretches out beside me and puts his arm under my neck, and I take a fist of his shirt and hold tighter.

The light over the sink goes from gray to plain morning while the house sits quiet. Gabriel's bread sits on the cutting board with the knife laid beside it, and the towel he carried it in is folded by the board. There's time before church. I cut slices and lay them under the broiler, and butter them when they come up gold at the edges, and carry the plates to the table, and sit down across from Colin.


The Lake

On the June Saturdays when the heat comes on, Halloway empties north to Lake Mingo — both steeples ringing over empty streets, the market packed away early, and every truck in town riding low with coolers and lawn chairs. The public beach holds most of the county by midafternoon, blankets rimming the sand end to end, teenagers yelling off the rafts, a church picnic camped under the big cottonwood with card tables and aluminum urns of lemonade.

I come down the steps from the lot in the red swimsuit. It arrived two winters ago in a paper parcel and lived folded in my drawer, and this spring I cut the tag off, and today it's on me at the fullest beach in the county, riding high on my legs and low across my back. Colin follows with the cooler, and I take the waterline slow with my chin up. Faces come up off the blankets as I pass. I let them look, and I keep walking, and every set of eyes that follows me down the line lands where I put it.

Down the shore a teenage girl gets up off her towel and starts copying my walk, chin up, hands on her hips, working it. Her friends holler her down and she comes down laughing.

Colin spreads the umbrella and settles under it with the cooler between his boots, and I go straight into the water.

Past the raft somebody has strung a net between two poles, and big men are wading in from both sides of it, shoulders rolling, a ball going hand to hand. I swim out and hang at the edge of their game.

"Room for a short one?" I pitch it loud, loud enough to carry back to the towels.

"We got room," one of them calls, laughing. "Fair warning — we don't lose polite."

"Moses! Your serve!" somebody hollers across the net, and the man who catches the ball stands over all the others, head and shoulders over the lot, heavy through the chest and shoulders, head shaved to the scalp, one gold stud at his ear catching the sun. Bronze skin streaming. He spins the ball on one huge finger, sure of himself, and I swim in and line up across from him.

The ball thumps between them, water flying off forearms, and I get my hands on it twice and put it over clean. On the third pass it sets high on our side, up past my reach — and Moses leans clean over the net, and one hand closes around my middle, and he hauls me up out of the lake like I weigh a beach towel. Water sheets off me. My arm swings through the spike and I hammer the ball down inside their line, and the raft side of the beach hollers, and he lowers me back into the water.

I tread close under him and look my fill while the rally dies — his shoulders streaming, the heavy slab of his chest shining, the gold stud winking, dark eyes down at me and his mouth curling. He lets me look. I take longer about it than any spike deserves.

My laugh comes out of me then, big and bare, louder than anything I've ever let go in public, and it keeps coming. Blanket by blanket, people turn to look. I let them.

I splash him. He splashes me back hard enough to push me a foot through the water, and we stand there dripping and grinning at each other.

"That spike had a grudge on it," he says. "That ball'll be telling the story for years."

"You put a serve in the trees before I got out here." I hold my face straight. "Does its family get the story too?"

He laughs and points a finger at me, conceding it slow.

A wave rolls through from a pontoon out deep, and he sets a hand at my waist to steady me and leaves it there, and a man down the blanket line turns up on his elbows and stays turned. His thumb rests on the red at my hip, plain daylight, plain view of every blanket on the shore. I keep it there.

Up the beach Colin sits up on his elbows under the umbrella and shakes his head at me, and the grin comes up through the head-shake till it wins.

We wade out together when the game breaks up. The church picnic has its lemonade going under the cottonwood, card tables and folding chairs and people crowded into the shade, and I stop where the dry sand starts and set my voice for all of them.

"Moses!" I push my hair off my face. "We grill supper this evening. Come home with us and eat."

He grins wide. Past his shoulder a woman at the card tables looks over, and looks away, and looks back. Let her.

"Yes, ma'am." He wades a step nearer. "And I eat like the table owes me money."

At the truck I take Colin's forearm so he stands still.

"Col. I picked this beach on purpose. The fullest sand in the county, and I walked it slow."

He looks at me a while.

"I'm done hiding it. I mean to be seen doing this from now on — all of it, wherever I please."

He shakes the sand out of the towels.

"Noticed," he says. "Round about the second spike." He swings the cooler up into the truck bed. "You had the whole beach watching you laugh today, Gina."

"That was the idea." I pull my dress on over the suit right there in the lot.

Moses's truck sits behind ours the whole drive down out of the hills, and at the Stonebridge stand we pull in and he pulls in behind us and orders three at the window. We take the picnic table in the sun and the cones run faster than we do, and I eat mine leaning my shoulder on his arm in the open while the highway traffic rolls past. Colin works at his and watches me do it. Nobody in Stonebridge knows our names.

At the house Colin and Moses shake hands on the porch, and Moses takes his bag in and rinses the lake off and comes out with his jeans back on and his wet trunks hung on the shower rod to dry. Colin pours three tall iced teas over the ice and hands them round, and I carry mine down the hall with Moses behind me.

In the hallway he puts his glass on the shelf and lays the same hand from the water at my waist, and turns me by it and kisses me. His mouth covers the whole lower half of my face. I open for him straight off and his tongue finds mine and pushes, and I taste the tea on him and then just him, and my glass starts sliding in my hand and Colin's fingers come under it and lift it away.

Moses's hands gather the dress at my hips and work it up, and he leans back out of the kiss to watch it come off me, and I raise my arms and it lands on the floorboards. Under it I'm still in the red suit.

He puts his hands under me and lifts me clean off the floor. I weigh nothing in his grip. He carries me up the hall with my feet hanging, and Colin steps past us, picks the dress up off the floor and lays it over the banister, and follows us into the bedroom.

Moses sets my back to the bedroom wall.

One arm holds me up. The other strips the suit strap down off my shoulder, then the other, and the suit slides to my waist and off my hips and I kick it loose at the ankles and it drops from my foot to the floor. My nipples come up tight in the cool of the room while he looks. All afternoon I looked up at him from the water. Now I hang at eye level in his hand and look my fill again, and the suit lies on the floorboards behind him, damp dark at the crotch where it clung to me.

He bends to my chest and takes one nipple in his mouth, sucking, his tongue working over it, and I push my breast up into him for more of it, and he gives the other one the same before he straightens.

His jeans open one-handed, his own hand working them, and he takes himself out — thick and heavy, the head dark and swollen, a big vein standing down the shaft — and I reach down and get my hand around as far as my fingers go.

Then he shifts his arm under me and brings me down onto him slow, and the head parts me and the stretch opens me inch by inch, my own weight sinking me down the length of him, a wide stinging fullness that goes on until I'm seated to the root and my breath is gone.

He holds there and lets me feel all of it. Then he starts moving me — lifting me and letting my weight drop me back down, his arms steady under me, my feet swinging loose under every stroke, my shoulder blades thumping soft off the wall.

"Don't put me down," I tell him. "Whatever happens, don't put me down."

"Wasn't going to," he says into my neck. My whole weight hangs in his two hands, and I never want my feet on the floor again.

Colin carries the corner chair around and sets it by the wall and sits, and reaches over and takes my hand. I grip it hard. I keep my eyes on my husband while Moses moves me on his cock, and Colin watches me back, and his thumb strokes the back of my hand once and stays.

Moses finds the angle that drags the head of his cock hard across the front wall of me, and my voice starts up and I let it. It comes out as loud as it was at the lake and freer, filling the upstairs.

"That's it," Moses says. "Let your husband hear it too."

He hears it. My hand crushes his and he doesn't let go. I come with my feet swinging under me and my pussy clamping down around Moses, my voice going through the open door and down the hall, and Moses follows with a long growl out of his chest, driving up into me through it, his fingers pressing bruises into the meat of my thigh and my butt, and I feel the heat of him going deep, pulse after pulse, till he grinds to a stop with me filled.

He stands holding me on him while we both come down, my forehead to his shoulder. Then he lets me slide down to the floor and keeps a hand at my waist till my legs hold me.

Moses takes his tea to the guest room and shuts the door, and his shower runs a while and quits. Colin and I sit at the kitchen table after with the last of our glasses sweating between us.

"The showing off," I say. "That was the best part of today. Not the spike. Being seen doing it."

He's quiet a second.

"The whole beach watching," he says. "That was my favorite part."

He reaches over and puts his hand on mine.

I rinse the red suit in the sink before bed and peg it on the porch line, and the guest-room door stands shut down the hall with his towel on the knob. Colin and I go up together.

Sunday morning the porch line holds the guest-room towels at one end and the red swimsuit at the other, both drying in the sun. Moses's truck is gone from the drive. I carry my coffee out and stand at the porch door, and the church bells start up across town, and I drink my coffee and let them ring.


The Storm

The sky goes the green of a bottle over the pine tops, and the fried chicken sits under its dish towel on the stove, done and waiting on the man Marcus telephoned about.

I stand at the sink window with the towel still in my hand. Colin comes up beside me carrying the match jar off the pantry shelf, and the first drops hit the roof like flung gravel, and the wind leans on the pines until the whole yard bends under it.

"Big one," he says. "That'll wake the county."

The overhead bulb dims twice and quits, and the house goes dark front to back. I take the jar from him and go through the rooms with a stove match — kitchen, hall, dining room — and Colin carries a lit candle to the front window and stands it on the sill glass.

"Road's black as a pocket out there," he says. "He'll want the glass."

Marcus telephoned midweek with a name in it. Curtis. A friend of his, quiet, big, glad of a roof and a table and a bed to stay the night in. The name has sat warm in me ever since, and here comes the weather to fetch it.

The knock lands heavy through the door. Colin opens up and the rain comes in sideways under the porch roof past him. Curtis stands on the boards, six foot three of soaked man — locs to his collar plastered flat and dripping, a canvas bag in one fist, the other hand hanging by his thigh big enough to palm a basketball. Deep brown skin. Hooded eyes blinking the water off.

"Mrs. Hartwell." A nod past Colin at me. "Curtis."

Then the laugh comes up out of him, big and easy, shaking rain off his shoulders.

"Creek's over the east crossing. Water on the boards, hand deep. I sat there a while being sensible." The grin widens. "Then I thought about that chicken."

Colin takes the bag. I hand over the dish towel, and Curtis scrubs his face and neck with it and peels the soaked shirt up over his head right there in the doorway and gives it back wrung.

"Line'll take it," Colin says, and pegs it out with the clothespins.

I carry my candle past him slow on my way to the dining room, near enough to feel the wet heat coming off his chest, and he stands square and lets me look the whole pass through. The chest is a slab, rain-slick, the shoulders working over it when he moves, the arms heavy at his sides. I give the hands their own look on the way by, and they hang there, open, quiet, enormous.

We pass the dishes around the candles and eat while the storm works the roof. Chicken, sliced tomatoes, the first sweet corn of the year. Curtis eats careful and complete, a man raised to finish a plate, and when his knife and fork go down he says it stiff and plain.

"Ma'am. I've eaten at worse tables for better weather."

Thunder comes in close over the house and the window glass shivers in its frame.

"Amen," Curtis says, and saws off another slice.

Colin's mouth twitches, and supper carries on. A drip starts over the sink, and Colin gets up, sets the dishpan under it, and comes back to his chair. His answers run behind everything said to him, and at every flash his eyes go to the window and come back late. I keep the talk on Marcus and the road and let him be.

I take the stairs with a candle in each hand. Colin says he'll mind things down here.

In the bedroom I set one candle on the dresser and one at the bedside, and Curtis comes up behind me and sets his bag inside the door and stands.

"Leave the candles where they are," I tell him. "I want the light."

I strip for him by that light. The blue-striped sundress goes button by button, his eyes following each one down, and the dress lands on the rug and I stand in nothing with the flame moving over me. His eyes take the trip down me — my breasts, the pale of my belly, the dark spread low — and heat gathers low in me while he looks.

Then he gets the damp jeans down, and I reach for what comes free of them: thick, heavy, the head dark and full, my hand looking small wrapped around his girth. He lets me hold it a while before he moves.

Months back I said it all out loud in this house, and here it is in the room with me, working itself out at his speed.

He lays me down with my knees at the bed's edge and opens me on his fingers, slow, and my back comes off the mattress. Then the head spreads me and the rest of his thickness follows, deep, unhurried, until I'm full and making a sound I turn into the pillow.

He moves heavy and patient. Long strokes, out to the head, back to the root, hard at the deepest point of each one, a stop there, buried, holding. I want faster inside a minute. I push up into it and he rides the motion without one change of speed, and I get it — I picked him for this. Marcus takes what he wants and goes home. Curtis stays.

His hands land quiet even when they're firm. One spans my whole hip and holds me where he's put me.

He gathers me up the bed and lays me back under him and kisses my mouth, and the wet tips of his locs drag across my cheek and jaw, cool where the rain stayed in them. His mouth goes down me by inches. My nipple first, taken in slow and sucked until it stings, then the other given the same time. After that it's my ribs, then my belly, kissed down by inches. I look down the length of me at the top of his head moving, and the sight alone pushes me nearer. His fingers spread me open for him, and then his lips close over my clit, sucking soft, the tip of his tongue circling without ever quite landing. When I get close too early he lifts off, kisses the inside of my thigh, waits, and starts over.

I push up into it and his palm settles over my hip again, easy, holding me to the mattress.

"Plenty of storm left," he says into me, and goes back to work.

I'm loud. Any other night I'd mind the volume, but the thunder lands on top of my shouting and takes it into the roof, and the rain keeps on over us.

He comes up my body and back into me in one slide and settles over me on his forearms, and starts in at the pace he means to keep. Deep, deep, the stop, the long pull out, again. My body climbs anyway. I clench around him and he waits me out, unhurried, kissing the top of my ear while I do it.

Downstairs a board creaks. Colin passes the foot of the stairs, the kitchen, back again, and each pass of his comes up the stairwell to me between strokes. Every creak lands inside what Curtis is doing to me. Colin belongs up here where the light is, and Curtis belongs exactly where he is, and I lie under one man listening for the other, my hands doing what they can — one gripping the sheet, one finding Curtis's arm.

The creaking quits.

I hold still inside a long stroke and listen past it. The house below stays still past the rain. Then the first line comes up out of the dark of the stairwell.

"Abide with me—"

His voice shakes on it. The rest of the line comes level. "Fast falls the eventide."

I know the verse before he finishes it. First Methodist has sung it into every dark Sunday of my life, and here it comes again, word for word, out of a black hallway: "When other helpers fail and comforts flee, help of the helpless, O abide with me."

Curtis doesn't change a thing. Deep, deep, the stop, the long pull out, the hymn and the storm and the bed all in one room of sound. He came up on his own. I never called him.

I put my hand out past the candlelight. The singing pauses. Then his hand finds mine at the dark edge of it — carpenter-rough, shaking — and closes around it, my four fingers and my thumb together in his palm, and the hymn starts up again around our grip.

He stays at the door. The one candle lights the bed and the doorway both, and Colin stands in the edge of that light and sings. Low now. Through the verse, and through it again, and after a while the words drop away and the humming carries on, steady under the rain. The wind takes a run at the side of the house and the flames lean, and Curtis holds through the gust and keeps his pace.

The first one takes me with his hand shaking in mine, Curtis's thumb circling my clit in the same patient time as the rest of him, and the thunder comes down over the roof just as it breaks, and Colin hums through it and holds on.

Curtis tips my knee over his elbow and sinks deeper on the same slow count, and the second one gathers low before it breaks, my heels driving into the sheet, Curtis's name in my mouth and Colin's humming over it.

"Faster now," I tell him, once. The third I chase. I start hurrying under him, riding up into it, done waiting on his pace, and this time he gives it to me — his hand leaves my hip, and I take the speed I want, and I spend it loud, the sound going into the rain, with Curtis deep in me and my husband's hand shaking in mine.

Curtis finishes at the last, deep, his breath going out of him in one stream, and then the room is rain and flame and breathing.

We lie in the candlelight with the wax run and pooled on the plates under them. The room smells of hot wax and rain-wet cotton. After a while Curtis props up on an elbow, locs damp at his neck.

"Gina. Colin." Low, to the room. "Thank you. Supper, the candles, the bed, the whole night of it." A nod at the black window glass. "I'll tell Marcus the storm did me a favor."

Nobody moves for a while. The wax runs on the plates and the rain keeps on, and the three of us stay where we are.

He dresses by candlelight. Colin goes down ahead of him and stands a lit stub on the front sill again, and Curtis steps out into the yard careful, testing each wet board of the porch. The truck starts and takes the drive slow, its lights swimming in the standing water.

Colin climbs back up and lies down beside me and takes my hand, and his hand is still trembling, quiet about it, but trembling.

"That hymn." He's quiet a moment. "I want the truth of it where you can hear it, Gina. I was scared. To the bone. The dark down there, the wind taking the roof, you up here with him — and my legs wouldn't stop walking." The eaves drip. "So I sang. Scared the whole way through it. Sang anyway."

"I heard you." I turn toward him. "Every word came up through the floor — the shaking and the words, both."

I pull his hand into my lap and hold it harder than the talking needs.

"Next storm," I say, "sing it louder. I'll sing with you."

"All right," he says, after a while.

The rain has gone east and the sun stands up over the wet yard. The power is back — the kitchen light comes on at the first flip — and Colin empties the dishpan down the drain and sets it upside down to dry. I stand at the dresser in my nightgown. The candle stubs stand in their own cooled wax, wicks drowned. I leave them standing there.


Solomon

I pass Solomon the green beans and he takes the bowl end past mine, his fingers closing around it with room left over. He came at dusk, a dusty pickup in the drive and a paper bag riding the passenger seat, early peaches already sweeting through the paper, and he set the bag on the counter before he said hello. Marcus telephoned him out to us two weeks back. An orchard man from past Stonebridge, Marcus said. Widowed young. Alone a long time.

Solomon is a big man, tall and heavy through the shoulders, deep brown, a full black beard gone silver at the chin, hooded eyes that land on you and stay. He talks at an ordinary volume, slow, solemn sentences, and more than once tonight he has stopped mid-sentence to trade a word for a better one.

"You cut what you want in winter, off the tree you want more of," he says, holding his plate out for beans. "Keep the cut dark and damp till spring. Set it into the stock and bind it, and if the two take, you pick fruit off a limb that never grew on that tree. If they don't take, you've raised a dead stick. You cut it off and try again."

"Blossom's the gamble every April," he says. "Frost takes the bloom— takes the blossom, I mean. There's your year, gone in one night."

"My wife ran the sales shed." He eats a while. "I buried her young and kept the orchard, because the trees never asked me to talk."

I've quit eating. Elbow on the table, chin on my hand, watching his mouth move inside the beard.

"What do you build, husband?" he says to Colin.

"Cabinets, mostly. Doors right now, for the Kessler kitchen."

"My shed door swells every June and takes a shoulder to open."

"Bring it by," Colin says. "I'll plane it true."

"There's a tree in my north corner I never planted and never pruned," Solomon says. "Church boys dug a latrine pit up there one hot summer and dumped their supper peaches in the dirt heap, and one pit took. Came up through the heap sideways and straightened itself and never got thinned. It blooms later than anything in the county — by the time it wakes, April is done throwing frost and gone home. It sets heavier than my front row and bears sweeter. Freestone. Twists clean off the pit. Every tree I've set out since is grafted from that one. My best stock came out of a dirt pile where some churchboy spat."

He lets it sit.

"You can farm a lifetime and get your schooling off a peach pit."

He reaches past me for the gravy boat and his shirt goes tight across the heavy slope of his shoulders, the seams taking the pull. I watch the cloth strain while he pours over my potatoes. Then I hook one finger in my neckline and draw the bodice up higher, and when I look over, his eyes are already there. He hands the gravy boat to Colin without taking his look off me, and Colin pours and passes it back, careful, looking anywhere else.

"Let's have the light on up there," Solomon says, pushing back from the table. "Husband, your chair. Sit where you can see her. You'll have work to do before this night is out."

Colin carries the corner chair to the foot of the bed and sits, and Solomon shuts the bedroom door on the stairs.

No man has ever taken my clothes off me. Every man before him told me to — strip, turn, arms up, whole sentences of it — and I stood where they put me and did it myself. Marcus told me. Darius told me. True made me say the words back. Solomon doesn't tell me anything. He kneels on the rug at my feet and works the strap through the first buckle and slides the sandal off my foot, and I curl my toes on the boards.

"Bare feet," he says. "A woman standing barefoot on floorboards is at home somewhere." He looks up my body at me. "This is the somewhere."

The second sandal. He sets both under the bed, side by side, then stands and turns me by my elbows and draws the zip of the green sundress down my back, easy, and pushes the cloth off my shoulders. The green drops and I step out of it, and I am standing in bra and lace in my own bedroom with my husband three feet away and an orchard man I met at supper doing the undressing, and my knees have gone soft under me.

"White lace," he says. "I wondered— I wondered right. A woman your coloring in white lace is an orchard in blossom."

He unhooks the bra one-handed and draws the straps down my arms.

"Look at these." He takes my breasts into both hands and lifts them, weighing them. "Full. Set low and heavy. The kind you pick two-handed and carry against your body so they don't bruise." His thumbs pass over my nipples. "Risen, too. The room's warm, so wanting did that."

I look at Colin over Solomon's shoulder. Colin is watching my breasts get handled and lifted and named, and his hands have closed on his knees.

Solomon's palms settle on my hips and span around them.

"Hips built for loads. Baskets. Buckets. I'll let that list sit where it stopped."

He kneels again and draws my panties down slow and steps me out of them, and looks as long as a man can look. I feel the cool of the room on everything he's uncovered.

"Grown dark," he says. "Curling out past where the lace covered it. Nothing disguised about you, Gina. A woman grown, and glad of it, and so am I."

Then he turns me by the waist with both hands, and he names the rest from behind me.

"And here. The best end of an orchard woman. Round, heavy, bare as bare gets." Then: "This I mean to take. Not tonight's work. When the season's right I'll ask you, and you'll tell me yes."

Somewhere behind my face the choir loft stands ready — the August anthem open on the lectern, my alto line, Georgiana, from the top — and my ears go hot and my cheeks follow, and my hands want to fly up and cover what's being looked at, and I keep them open at my sides instead. Both things stay true. I stand in it for him.

"Now you, husband." Solomon hasn't turned around. "Tell your wife what you see. Everything that came off her — tell it."

Colin's throat works. "You look—" He stops. "Gina, you—"

It dies in him. Solomon waits with his thumbs hooked in his belt and keeps on waiting, and Colin's ears go red to the tips.

Colin sets his hands flat on his knees and breathes and starts over.

"I've fit stairs into houses older than my granddad," he says, slow, finding it as it leaves him. "You listen to a wall before you ever cut it. The wall tells you where the joint wants to sit, and you put it there, and it holds the house up another hundred years. That's what you're doing right now, Gina. Standing bare with your hands open, telling the room where you want people, as clear as any wall ever talked to me."

"Better," Solomon says. "Keep that voice."

Solomon lays me down on the bed with my knees bent up and lowers his beard to the soft insides of my legs. The rasp is new — every man before him came to me shaven or stubbled — and then his mouth covers my pussy, lips first, and his tongue goes inside me, working, and his nose presses up under my clit. He eats me slow and thorough, and I lift my hips up off the mattress after his mouth, and my fingers close into the black of his beard, holding on.

Solomon stops. Sits back on his heels and watches me hold there with nothing under me.

"Why'd you stop?" It comes out of me wrecked.

"Because I want to."

He stands and strips the shirt over his head and gets his jeans down — a big soft-heavy man with silver through the black of him — and his cock hangs thick off him, half hard and climbing while I watch him watching me.

He comes up over me and puts it in slow, the head and then the thick shaft after it, opening me around him inch by inch until he's seated to the root, filling me past anything the year has made room for. I barely settle around him before he pulls back and drives in hard, and I start to climb, my fingers twisting into the sheet, and Solomon stops. Dead stop, buried in me.

I wriggle on him, trying to finish it myself, and he closes those hands on my hips and holds me still and watches me try. Then he moves again, when it pleases him. Another stop comes when I'm nearly up, and he leans over my back with all that weight on my shoulders and says into my ear, "You close, Gina?"

"Yes—"

"Good." And he stays exactly where he is.

The stopping and starting carries on through the night at his own pleasure. Once he goes still just to watch my face. Another time he moves my knee where he wants it and goes back in deeper for the change of angle. Every stop keeps the finish away from me.

"Keep telling her what you see," he says to Colin, without turning his head. "While I'm in her."

"You're spread around him, Gina," Colin says, and steadies as he goes. "Every thick inch and your body taking it. You're wet running down onto the sheets. He's got your hip in one hand and he's watching himself go into you, and your face is telling on you — you're close, and he's not letting you."

Colin talks through it, stroke after stroke, his voice finding its feet. Mid-stroke he reaches the water glass to my mouth and tilts it, and I drink out of my husband's hand while Solomon keeps moving in me.

I hang there under the two of them, up where the finish waits, held by Solomon's stopping and Colin's talking and nothing landing, longer than any mouth or cock has ever held me.

"Keep fucking me." It comes out of me loud, sentence after sentence. "Solomon — keep fucking me, don't you dare stop. Col — keep telling me. Tell me what you see, keep telling me—"

Both men answer in the same breath. Solomon shoves deep and holds me down onto him. "I'm nowhere near done with you. I heard you the first time. I'm taking my time." And Colin leans in close to my ear. "Your breasts are bouncing with every stroke, Gina, and your hand has come up and you're gripping your own breast like you'd hand it to him. He sees you do it. I see you do it."

Near the end Solomon turns me onto my knees and comes back into me, and Colin starts talking on his own this time. I know it by his voice before I know it by the words.

"There she is," he says. "Up on her knees taking it, Solomon in her to the root, and she's pushing back to meet every stroke. She wants it — look at her face. She's climbing again, way up, and holding."

I hang under my husband's voice further up than I have ever held, everything in me pulled tight.

"Let it— give it to him, Gina," Solomon says behind me. "He talked you up here. Finish. Now."

It comes up through me so big I go down onto my forearms and my shout fills the house, and Colin's hand finds mine on the sheet and grips on. Solomon drives me through it, holding my hip, and then he buries himself and holds there, and I feel him spill deep, and his weight comes down over my back, and we stay like that while I come down.

Near morning Solomon dresses at the foot of the bed, unhurried, the same man in reverse. He talks while he buttons — the early Elbertas, how the north tree's seedlings are bearing their first summer — and works his belt through its buckle standing.

"Come August, when the late peaches hang heavy," he says. "Come pick. The trees give more than one man eats. They've been giving more than one man eats a long time now." He nods at Colin. "Bring your husband. He can hold the ladder."

At the porch he shakes Colin's hand and doesn't hurry it, then takes my hand in both of his and looks down at me from his full height.

"August," he says.

He takes the drive slow, and the porch light burns after him down the county road.

Sunday morning Colin tells the night again without being asked. We're lying in the late light with the sheet at our waists and his hand flat on my belly, and he starts it himself.

"Solomon knelt down and took your sandals off," he says, and moves into me, unhurried, "and set them under the bed. Both of them. Neat. Like you'd want them there in the morning."

He tells it at the pace he moves and moves at the pace he tells. The green dress pooling. The lace coming away. "He weighed your breasts in both hands," he says, giving Solomon's part in Solomon's own words, "like fruit going into a basket." I listen to my own night come out of my husband's mouth with him inside me, and then Colin reaches the part where Solomon turned me by the waist and said what he means to take, and Colin's voice shakes. A real shake, in the words and under them. He keeps going anyway, and I hold him with my body and my eyes open on his and let him get all the way through it.

I pull my nightgown on going down. The morning sun comes through the kitchen window and lies across the paper bag on the counter, the corners gone dark with ripe, the kitchen smelling of peaches getting riper.

I put the coffee on. Colin comes down when he's ready and drinks his standing next to me, his shoulder warm on mine.

The bag sits in the sun between us. Nobody hurries them.


September Full

September has Halloway filled to its fences. The co-op runs corn trailers in a line along the chain-link, Fogelman's has pumpkins stacked on the pallets out front with CIDER chalked on the board, and both church marquees face each other over the square with their fall verses up. The diner counter fills early. Down at the stoplight the yellow swings over an empty street. The whole town is talking about the same things, and the things are harvest, weather, and who's still got corn standing.

In my kitchen Wednesday morning I stand at the counter with my coffee and watch Colin's truck take the drive for the Kessler job, and I know the one thing this town doesn't. Men are coming to my house Friday. I never sent a word to any of them — every man on his way here knows it because another man told him. The year did this on its own, and Friday I mean to stand in my good sweater and let it walk in the door.

True's car took the drive at dusk last night, and he stayed for the chicken, carried his own plate to the sink, and nodded at the porch light on his way out. "Lit before dark," he said. "A man could read that three ways, and every reading of it has supper in it." He didn't say Friday, and I didn't make him.

Today the co-op counter has it that Ray's tack turned up at the arena, Ray behind it, well ahead of the winter series, boarding his horse out by the blacktop and buying rope by the armload. Thursday evening trucks I half know came up the Hartwell road slow past the mailbox and went on toward the highway. My phone sat quiet on the counter through the whole week. Their phones are the ones doing the year's work.

Thursday I worked Fogelman's up and down with the weekend in the cart — roasts, potatoes, the fixings for the taco bake — and halfway down aisle four I stopped the cart where it stood. I turned my phone over on my palm and read the date, and the date was the one. Both my hands closed around the cart bar, and I knew the grip before I looked down at it — white-knuckled, holding on where two dark hands had once gone around a bar whole. A year this week since a jammed wheel stopped my cart at the checkout and two dark hands went around the bar whole. Carts rolled past me both directions. I put the phone in my purse, finished the list, and paid with my voice at its church level. At supper the day went by without mention. Colin, who was holding a cabinet door up to the light when the whole year started, doesn't know the anniversary came, and I let it stay that way.

The story went out with the week. Colin told the hardware store, I told choir practice: harvest party Saturday, friends in from out of town. At the feed store that afternoon Pastor Teague came off the seed rack to catch my elbow. "The whole town's talking about your party Saturday," he said. "A harvest table under a September sky is a wager with the weather, Mrs. Hartwell, so I've taken the liberty of putting my request in early. I'll ask the Lord for a dry sky. He likes a request with the details filled in." I thanked him and smiled the whole way through the pat on my hand. The lie rode out to the truck lighter than the spring ones did, and Bonnie's name sat somewhere under the whole business, and I carried it out there without looking at it straight.

Friday morning Colin had the big bed down to rails and slats before my coffee finished. I stood in the bedroom door and watched him set the new frame where the old one stood — wider, well past where the old rails ran — then go out to the garage and put the plane to lumber, sawdust rolling off the bench into the morning. Every time I look in on him he grins with the plane still moving.

"When did I say anything about Friday?" I call in to him.

"True's car sat at the diner over lunch yesterday," he says through the plane. "Ray's tack is up at the arena. You've baked every night this week." He blows a shaving off the board and grins at me over it. "Bed wanted to be ready same as the kitchen."

The phone goes Friday noon and it's Darius, road noise behind him.

"Don't get polite on me," he says. "I'm in Stonebridge buying washer fluid and I'm pointed north. True called me straight off your Tuesday chicken, and now everybody I tell has already been told by somebody else. I'm the last man in the county still pretending this is a secret."

"It's a secret," I tell him.

"Gi-Gi." His laugh comes down the line. "See you at dusk. I'm bringing my appetite and nothing else."

The pies went in early and Colin hung the porch light while the sun still stood well up, hours ahead of any custom, and we left it at that. Around five I put on the good sweater — cream knit, a neck sitting wide, bought in the spring and saved — and stand in the kitchen with the casseroles warming, wiping my hands on the skirt though they went dry an hour ago.

Headlights swing into the drive at dusk, and I know the size of the man before I can call his name. The cab tips when he climbs out and the truck sits down on its springs and stays put. Kenny comes up the walk with his shoulders leading and stops square in the doorway, and he fills it — chest, shoulders, all of that width under an open canvas jacket over the black henley — and he hasn't spent a word.

"Heard there was a party," he says.

His eyes come down off my face and take their time across the sweater, over my breasts, down over my hips, and climb back up easy. I stand at my own threshold and let him look. I remember November — that hand, and the bruise it left lasting a week. My breath goes shallow, my nipples stiffen under the knit, and I give him as long as he wants, because that is what the sweater came out of the drawer for.

He steps in past me, his arm brushing mine, and follows the smell of the chicken.

True comes up the walk behind him with a gas-station bouquet in his fist, cellophane crackling, carnations and baby's breath tied with the ribbon off the roll. "County-line station," he says. "They sat in a bucket by the ice, and I judged them about right for a house that's fixing to be looked at all weekend." Then he takes in my face — whatever Kenny's look has left sitting on it — and the laugh is up out of him before the door shuts. "One man's eyes on you and your whole face went to church."

"They did not," I tell him, to a man already past me and helping himself to the counter where the pies cool.

Darius's car noses into the drive while I still hold the flowers, and he is out of it before it settles, arms already open. He swings me a full turn under the porch light, my boots coming off the boards. "Friday, Gi-Gi. Dusk, like the man said." He takes the bouquet out of my hands and hands it back to True over my head, and the two men shake on it above me, laughing.

Marcus walks up the steps with his sleeves still rolled from the store, the apron left hanging on its rack behind him, and Fogelman's comes in with him, green and cool off the crates. He puts a paper sack in my hands ahead of any hello. "Concord's in. First flat off the truck, and this table gets it before anybody else in the county." Then he kisses the side of my mouth, and his thumb runs the wide neck of the sweater, and his eyes follow it down and come back up.

Ray comes last of the first wave, up from the road on foot with his hat in one hand. He stops at the top of the steps and looks at me the whole length of the porch, and I stand in the look and give him the same back. Behind us Darius and True are into the washer fluid again. Neither of us blinks, and neither of us spends a word, and the look goes on until it has had its fill. Then Ray takes my hand and turns it over and lays his palm in it — new seams across it, rope-burn crossing rope-burn, the season written on the hand where I can feel every one.

"Season's over," he says. "Hands came home ahead of me."

He steps around me to Colin's hand at the door and drops "Good sweater" over his shoulder on the way.

Teddy's truck turns in while the handshakes are still going, and the boy is out of the cab with his door left hanging open. "Left the yard at four. I know that's early. I sat— I waited at the Gas-N-Go so I wouldn't be the first one pulling in." True lifts the canvas jacket off his hands and points him at the kitchen, and Teddy goes where he's pointed. The drive is full of trucks with their headlights off, and the porch is full of shoulders.

I lay the wedding china until the cloth runs out of room ahead of my plans, and the casseroles go down the middle — chicken and noodles, the taco bake, the twice potatoes — with the grapes rinsed and heaped in Grandmother's cut-glass bowl dead center. The men eat fast and serious, forks working, plates refilled before anybody thinks to ask, and the talk runs where it wants: rope, freight, the store's new stock, Kenny keeping quiet between bites. I keep the potatoes moving and sit at last with my own plate and look the length of my table — every chair full, every man of them fed off my cooking, and not one of them told by me.

The talk quits all at once.

Kenny's fork stops mid-scrape. True's stops next. Then every fork down my table, mid-sentence and mid-bite together, all in the same breath, and no man picks it back up.

I look up. Every face at the table is already turned to me. Marcus lays his palm flat on the cloth beside his plate. Chairs scrape back over the floorboards in a row and the men rise together, easy, saying nothing, and Kenny's eyes hold mine down the length of the table the whole time. I stand at my own table with my feet still on the floor. My hands go flat on the cloth in front of my plate. I am holding nothing. I wait.

Colin rises with the others and goes through the men to the corner chair set aside since morning, and lifts it one-handed under the seat. I never told him it would be tonight. He carries it up ahead of me and sets it square at the foot of the new wide bed, the last chair left to place, and pats the chair back once, and steps aside, and I follow him up.

Behind us the men come on. Their boots fill the hall and the boards take their weight, and as each one passes a light his hand puts it out — True's palm over the kitchen lamp on his way through, Darius's thumb at the hall switch, the stair bulb going dark under Ray's hand. What is left burning is the lamp on our dresser and the porch light over the drive.


The First Night

Kenny feeds the stove with split oak while the others move through my kitchen, and every man finds what he needs on his own — the woodbox, the matches, the cups turned down on the shelf. True sets the water pitcher on Colin's side of the counter. Ray comes off the stairs with the corner chair under one arm and squares it at the foot of the wide bed. I stand at my counter with my cup and drink it slow and watch my house fill up with other men's hands.

Colin keeps the eggs coming down the table as fast as the forks work. When Kenny's cup runs dry Colin fills it before Kenny's looked up from his plate. The day spreads out long. Cards happen. Ray sits with his boots up telling arena stories and Teddy listens like school is on, and Darius laughs loudest at the parts that can't possibly be true.

The touches start small. Darius passes me in the upstairs hall and his hand closes at my throat, palm warm across the front of my neck, and he rides it the length of the hall before it drops away. "Keep walking, sweetheart." I keep walking, and my own fingers drift up to touch the place he held. Later I stand at the sink over the dishpan and Kenny comes up behind me and lays his hand on my hip and stays. I rinse plates with his grip printing warm through the cotton, his thumb hooked slow under the hem, and when he moves off, the heat of his hand outlasts him by half the morning.

After that the afternoon turns into hands. A palm at my waist out on the porch. Fingers walking up the back of my calf on the stairs. Marcus closes his hand over my whole breast through the cotton in the hall by the bathroom, lifting it once, the full weight of my breast filling his palm, and I lean in before I've decided anything, and the nipple he lifted stays stiff the rest of the hall. They watch me cross rooms all afternoon. I carry the water slow and let them.

I'm at the stove with supper half made, the west windows full of long gold light, when the kitchen fills up behind me with shoulders. True looks past me at the pot on the burner.

"That can keep, Mrs. Hartwell. We can't."

Hands land on me from every side and the men walk me out of my own kitchen and up the stairs, their bodies crowding the stairwell, and somebody works the buttons of my dress on the way and takes his time about every one, fingers brushing my belly under the open cotton, until I climb the last steps with the dress hanging open and the cool of the stairwell on my skin. A thumb drags slow up my thigh under the hem. The dress comes off me in the upstairs hall and stays where it lands. Colin comes behind us with the pitcher and the towels and sets them on the dresser. They put me down on the wide bed under all of them together — mouths at my throat, a hand sliding into my panties and finding me soaked, a chest pressing my breasts flat, weight across my hips — and Colin leans out of the corner chair and puts the lamp out. The rose shade goes dark. Porch light lies orange through the curtain gap.

The first weight on me is Kenny's. He takes my mouth once, one long taking kiss, and comes away, and then both my wrists go up over my head into one of his fists, and he turns me under him and drives his cock into me from behind in one push, and shoves me up the bed. The stretch burns and then fills and I'm grabbing sheet with my free hand. He says nothing to me and asks nothing, handling me hard by the wrists, the frame knocking the wall in a heavy beat, and I start loud and get louder until my shouting reaches every room of the house. Somewhere in the middle one of my hands comes loose and Colin's fingers thread through mine on the sheet and grip, and I go over screaming with Kenny's fist never easing on the other wrist. He spends himself in me deep, pulls out, and is gone into the dark of the room. My wrists ache where he held them. I like the ache.

Ray and Darius take me together. Ray turns me up onto my knees and forearms and comes into me from behind with long deep pushes at his own slow speed, his rope-scarred palms dragging down my back, every seam of them readable one by one. Darius kneels in front of me and feeds me his cock, quick and greedy, fingers in my hair, running a fast little rhythm at my mouth while Ray runs a slow big one behind. Two speeds hauling me apart. Neither man adjusts for the other. My mouth is full and Ray is in me to the root and I'm a body pulled between their paces, and Ray's palms drag over the same seams of my back again and again, slow as rope paying out, while Darius speeds up at my mouth, and I come with my lips stretched around Darius, shouting into his belly.

True sits back against the headboard and draws my head down into his lap and uses my mouth a long while, his hand loose at the back of my head, letting me work. Then he lays me back and catches my wrists and holds them flat above my head under his spread hand and pushes into me and takes me long, deep and steady, all his own pace, and inside a few strokes I'm climbing.

"True — let me — please—"

"No, you're not."

He holds the same stroke through everything I've got. My wrists pull against his grip. I beg, I shout at the ceiling, and he rides me through it, unhurried, my finish parked up at the top with his name on it, until he goes deep and groans long and throbs and stills, and he leaves me flat on the sheet shaking, stuck at the top and refused.

He frees my arms and looks down at me, breathing hard.

"You beg real pretty," he says. "That's my way with you, Mrs. Hartwell. I decide when you're done." Then, grinning: "Maybe."

Past midnight Teddy comes back over me. There's nothing left on him of the boy who sat at the Gas-N-Go waiting his turn. I reach down and put him in me myself and ride, and he gets both hands hard on my hips and drives up into me from underneath, fast and young, my breasts bouncing in his face until he catches a nipple in his teeth and keeps it, biting down when I slam down onto him and groaning around it.

"Told you I'd— told you I'd be back."

The bedroom windows stand cracked open to September and I shout out them toward the road, loud, on purpose, and I come around him screaming, and he grips my hips and holds me down on his cock while he spills.

After that the night turns into being passed around. Hands turn me over. Weights come down and lift away. A mouth I can't put to anybody closes over my nipples slow, one and then the other, sucking until the ache runs through me all the way to my clit. Colin moves up and down the bedside with the pitcher and the towels, turning me toward the next man, holding a glass to my mouth.

"Small sips."

I drink. Somebody's lips and tongue find my clit and stay there, patient, until I'm bucking up off the mattress with my heels dragging the sheet, and the dark is so full of big quiet men that I go to count them and the names won't stick. I try once more. The patient sucking has to be Ray, I decide, and then those rope-scarred seams land on my hip, and the guess comes apart, and I give it up.

Then Ray pins me flat — all of him, chest to chest, my arms spread wide under his forearms, his weight the kind I can't shift, and I quit trying. Darius's hand closes at my throat, light, right where it rode this afternoon in the hall, and stays. Colin's hand finds mine and laces in tight.

"Stay down," Ray says at my ear.

"I've got you," Colin says, and his grip says it after him.

I lie pinned with my husband's hand around one of mine and another man's hand at my neck and a third man's weight holding me to the mattress, and I quit keeping the list. The names go. The order goes. There's the room, and the hands moving me where they please, and me wanting what they want.

I wake to gray at the east windows and lie still and watch it turn gold. The men are wrecked where they fell. Kenny sleeps stretched across the foot of the bed with his jeans on and his boots beside them. Darius is facedown beside me with one arm thrown over my hip. True's back is to the wall, his head tipped, dead asleep. Ray lies on the floor by the bed with one arm under his head. Downstairs somebody is snoring — Marcus flat on his back on the rug by the banked stove, Teddy folded into the couch with his mouth open.

I'm spent all the way through, and I lie in the wreck of my own night and grin at the ceiling, and the grin won't quit.

I get up on shaking legs and step over Ray and take Colin's flannel off the chair back and pull it over my head, and go down the stairs barefoot. Morning light lies across the living room, across Marcus's shoulder on the rug and Teddy's long shins hanging off the couch. A year ago this morning I was fighting a jammed cart past the grapes at Fogelman's, and a man's hands went around the bar whole.

In the kitchen I put the coffee on for Colin and pour his cup and set it where his hand will find it, then fill mine, and lean on the counter in his flannel with my breasts bare under it, feet flat on the cold floor, and drink standing up in the sun.


The Year Turns

My husband holds a thin gold chain coiled in his open palm, morning sun laid across the bed where the men sleep it off.

I bring the coffee pot up for this and don't know it till he tips his hand and lets the chain run out to its length, catching the light.

"Happy anniversary," he says, slow, with the gap he keeps. "First thing I ever picked out all by myself. Stood at the case in Stonebridge a good while." "The girl kept bringing me others."

"It's gold, Colin."

"It is."

I set the pot down and open the flannel the rest of the way and do the clasp behind my neck. Cold for a breath where it lies, then warm, a fine line over my collarbones and down into the open V. Colin's eyes follow it the whole way and come back up to my face and stay there longer than the chain got.

Then I take the pot up again and walk the room with it, slow, flannel hanging wide. Kenny's eyes come open at the foot of the bed and land on my chest and don't leave it, and I give the walk all the time it wants, past True sitting-asleep against the wall, past Darius facedown, past Ray with one arm under his head. By the door I'm warm from throat to knees.

Boone's truck turns in at the drive at midday, and more trucks come up the county road behind it. I open the door before Boone's knuckles land and his hand closes around mine and past it, and Ezekiel fills the frame next, grinning.

"Carried that rain check since the snow, honey. Cashing it today."

Moses comes in behind him shaking his head at the drive full of trucks. The men of the year greet each other by name in my hallway, hand to hand, and every handshake runs long. Between groups Colin and I strip the guest bed and make it up fresh, snapping the sheets out, corners down, and the men waiting in the kitchen drink his coffee like it's any Saturday.

Early afternoon, gravel, and Samson's shoulders come around a doorframe they already know. Amos leads.

"Word's been running the county for a week that the year's men are gathering at this house."

"We heard Sunday," Samson says.

Jeremiah waits for the door to shut behind the three men. "We split the gas."

"You heard right," I tell them, and take all three coats.

In the guest room, daylight and no ceremony. I open the flannel where I stand and Samson peels it off my arms and Amos's beard rasps my shoulder from behind, and then I'm on my back with my knees over Samson's forearms and his cock opening me inch by inch, and Amos lifting my hips and working into my ass, and Jeremiah's hand in my hair turning my face to take him down my throat. February's ceiling, rebuilt with the sun on us. They hold there, all three, until I'm shaking around them, and then the trade comes and none of them leave me — Jeremiah out of my mouth and into my ass at the same easy pace Amos quits it, Amos's cock pushing over my tongue, Samson staying below and deeper, and the stretch at each gate lands new and lands hard. The chain swings off my throat and catches the daylight with every drive, gold over all that dark. Under it, Samson spreads one hand flat on my belly and presses down where Jeremiah is working, and I feel both of them through the wall of me, man and hand, and that's the new country. I go over it with no air left in me, and the three men finish one after another and pile me warm between their bodies in the sun.

The gaps run long after that. I come down the hall with the pot for refills and find Colin asleep in the corner chair, head tipped back, sun across his boots. I stand a while in the doorway. A truck door sounds out front.

Ezra's car sits at the road end of the drive in the long gold light, and he stammers on the mat with his hand still raised to knock.

"Afternoon, ma'am. We got the— the one-and-a-quarter staples came in Thursday, if you're— that's not—"

I take his sleeve and draw him in. "I know why you're here, Ezra."

Behind the shut guest-room door he sets his glasses straight on his nose, turns, and kisses me hard, first thing, both hands in my hair, no run-up anywhere, and the stammer has gone off somewhere without him. He walks me back onto the bed and pushes in to the root on the second stroke, quick and urgent, thin hips snapping, and I dig my nails into his skinny ass and make it faster. He gets two fingers on my clit while he holds himself deep and still, takes me right to the edge, and backs off when I start to spill. Does it again. The second time he doesn't back off. I come shouting his name and he cums with his red face in my neck, glasses knocked sideways.

"Was that— I mean—"

"Yes," I tell him. "Exactly that."

I stand a while in the doorway after he dresses and goes, the chain catching the last of the sun, and go out to check the porch bulb before the next truck turns in.

Dusk puts the porch light to work, and Gabriel ducks under the top of the frame with a loaf under one arm. He sets it on the kitchen counter and steps back from it.

"Baked it at four this morning. It keeps. We won't."

He kisses my mouth first — I feel it planned in him, deliberate, his big hands framing my face — and then he takes me through the whole evening. His weight cages me to the mattress and his cock drives me hard and deep, over and over, and his hands are the shock of it: soft palms, careful around my wrists, gentle along my cheek, while everything else in him uses me without mercy. My eyes sting at the gentleness and the using together. When the windows have gone fully dark he rises, dresses, and leaves the bread where it sits.

Full dark comes in cold, the first of the season, and Curtis stands at the open door with frost showing at his mouth. He kisses me slow right there, one palm along my cheek, longer than he'd ever have allowed himself a year ago.

"Windshield had frost on it at dusk," he says.

In our own bed Curtis takes me long and rough, driving hard enough that the sashes rattle in their frames, frost on the glass at my shoulder. My hand finds Colin's and grips. Curtis holds a deep heavy pace, pulling nearly out and settling back slow, and every time he seats himself my grip tightens on Colin and Colin's thumb answers it. He says only, "We've got hours," and he means it the way he said it.

Solomon comes last of the men, out of the deepest stretch of the night, and takes me slow. Lamp on, my knees over his forearms, an inch at a time until I'm seated full and gasping. He stops there and turns his head.

"Husband. Tell her what you see. Don't stop till I tell you."

Colin's voice comes out of the corner chair and stops. "You're—"

"I'm listening. Go on."

"She's opened around you like it's what she was for. Her hand's in mine." A breath. "She's not letting go."

"There it is." Solomon moves again, slow, heavy, endless, and I hold my husband's hand through the worst hours of the night while Solomon's patience carries us both across them. When he finally lets go it's with his forehead on mine and a long held breath, and then he says, "You wanted all of it. No— you built all of it. That's the truer thing."

Past that the house goes quiet in a way I can feel the edges of. A lamp burns under a shut door at the far end of the hall. I rise off the bed and walk the hall nude and open Marcus's door myself. He's awake on his back on top of the covers.

"Took your time."

Colin comes down the hall with the corner chair under one arm and sets it in the corner. Marcus takes what's left of me harder than our first afternoon — quicker to the grip, my wrists in one hand over my head, the oldest picture come home, and nothing in me scares at it anymore. When I'm past words — mouth working, nothing coming out of it — Colin lets go of my hand and lays his palm on my hip, and Marcus's weight comes down onto me there, chest to my back, driving through Colin's hand into the bone, and he finishes deep and holds, breathing in my hair.

I wake in the gray light to boots on the stairs. Flannel off the rug, down to the front door. Marcus stands dressed with his keys in his fist and the drive gone silver behind the glass. He looks me over once, chain to bare feet.

"You're the finest thing this town ever produced and never knew it."

He kisses his fingertips and presses them to my mouth. Then his truck takes the drive, and I stand at the door until the road has him, and climb back into the warm.

Full morning finds the trucks gone and the county out to work, and the house wrecked. Cups on the window sill, on the stair treads, one on the toilet tank. Towels on two beds and the porch rail. The guest sheets ruined past saving. Colin and I walk it room to room and laugh until we have to lean on the door frames, and drape the towels over the chair backs, and he says, "Done," and that's that. A white envelope lies under the front door. I bend and get it.

Thank you for yesterday. I practiced what I'd say at your door the whole drive over and forgot all of it standing on the mat, and you let me in anyway. That's the year for me in one sentence. — E.

I gather the cups from every room they had no business in, humming something from the choir book I can't name, and then we carry coffee up and shut the bedroom door on the weekend and ask each other what the year was, one question at a time.

"First man you'd take again tomorrow?"

"Every one of them. Who surprised you?"

He takes his time. "Ezra's mouth."

"Worst minute of the year, honestly."

"Kenny's grip, midwinter." His thumb moves across the back of my hand. "And I'd sit through it again."

It takes him a while, and it comes out at the ceiling: "I don't want a smaller life than this one anymore."

"When did that stop?"

"I can't name the day. It's somewhere behind me."

I reach over and fill his cup from the pot while I say it. "I'm not sorry for a single one of them. Not one."

The sun crosses onto the floor and we drag the quilt down after it and sleep on the boards in the warm while the county works. I wake at dusk hungry. We eat standing at the counter out of the pan — cold casserole, two forks, the pickle jar, the milk carton between us, both of us bare, Gabriel's loaf sitting where he left it, gone stale and untouched still.

"I wouldn't give back one hour of this weekend," Colin says, a fork in his hand.

The laugh comes up out of me from somewhere low and I back out of the kitchen with it, and I have to sit down on the stairs for it, bare on the cold wood, holding the rail, wheezing. When it lets go of me we go back in and rinse the two plates and stand them in the rack, and Colin puts out the kitchen light, and we climb the stairs with the stair light on behind us, the plates drying in the dark kitchen below.


The Blank Week

September sun takes both steeples at once, the white one and the brick one, and every car in Halloway stands nose to tail around the square with its back end to church. Inside First Methodist the window fans swing and the opening hymn is up and going. Four rows back I stand between my husband and the aisle, book open, alto out, and between verses I catch myself looking forward to Thursday — an empty square inside the kitchen calendar — and I like the square. Room in it. Colin holds the book for the two of us and his bass runs under mine the whole way through, and we pass the peace down the rows in handshakes afterward, warm hands, squeezed arms, the whole town glad of us in our usual spot. At the door Pastor Teague takes my hand in both of his.

"Strong hive came through a strong summer, Mrs. Hartwell. Better than the parsonage roof managed."

I laugh and he pats my knuckles and lets us through into the September morning.

Monday the feed store counter is busy, and the man ahead of me turns around with a grin.

"Good doings at your place Saturday, I hear. Friends of yours from out of town?"

"Old friends," I say. "Passing through."

"They coming back for the harvest party?"

"Couldn't say."

He grins wider and turns to his order, and before my feed's tied off another man's asked me the same thing, and then it comes at the bank window, and again at Fogelman's by the apples. Folks carry the story kindly all week and ask after it, and I keep smiling and saying I couldn't say.

I bake on Tuesday — casseroles for the freezer and a hot one for the trailer up the county road where the fellow's been flat on his back since hay season. Mid-morning I open the little calendar door inside the kitchen door and the page is blank to the end of the month. The pencil hangs on its string, its end chewed white. My fingers go up for it, the old reach, the pick-a-night-and-build-a-story reach, and stop halfway. That pencil has written a lot of names. I hang it back and shut the little door, and the hour goes into grating squash instead, both windows open, the radio going.

Colin puts his days into the workshop orders — Solomon's shed door up on the bench, swollen exactly like he warned, the Kessler doors stacked to ship out Friday.

Choir practice runs long Wednesday evening. The anthem is the hardest one of the fall and I come home with my voice worked warm and my hair loose from pulling at it. On my way past the kitchen door I open the calendar, look, shut it, and start the dishes.

A knock lands on the back screen Thursday noon, and I know the knock before I'm off the stool. His truck eases past the kitchen window and stops, and Marcus fills the step — tan jacket, shaved head shining, hands in his pockets, looking down at me through the wire.

"Afternoon, Gina Hartwell."

"Afternoon, Marcus."

I open the door and he steps in and shuts it behind him. Neither of us says what brings him, or how long he means to stay. He puts his jacket over a kitchen chair back and sits down at my table, and I run water into the coffee pot, and the sun stands in the window over the sink and the yard lies quiet past the glass. Marcus takes the cup I hand him in one hand, fingers closing around it whole.

He watches me across the table while I tell him about the supper committee. His eyes sit on my mouth, then climb to my throat and rest there while I pour, and noon light is on every bit of it, and he watches my throat work until the wet starts. I hold his eyes and put my thumb to my top button and open it, one soft pop, and fill his cup slow. Marcus drinks his coffee and keeps his eyes where they are.

He stands. I take his cup and set it in the sink, and we climb the stairs, me first, his boots one step behind mine, past the guest room door and the folded stack of clean sheets on the bare mattress, into our own room with both windows up and the sun coming through.

Marcus kisses me standing in the middle of all that light. One hand cups the back of my head and the other rides my hip, and he works my mouth until I'm pulling air through my nose, and I get my fingers into his beard. Every visit this man ever made me opened with his voice — the dress, the lamp, where I stand, what I keep on. Today he says nothing at all. His hands stay where they are and his eyes stay on mine and the room stays quiet.

He works the shirt dress off my shoulders while I work his buttons, and the dress goes down my arms and pools at my feet with the sun on everything — my breasts up hard in the open air, the thick press of him straining his jeans, his chest dark when the shirt comes off him. The shoulders on him fill the window light. He stands back and gives me the look top to bottom, mouth to throat to breasts to belly, and I give him the time to do it, hands at my sides, going slick while he looks.

Then he lays me back on our bed, the wide one Colin built, and takes a nipple into his mouth, slow, wet, rolling the other between finger and thumb until I'm arching, until I'm dragging my nails over his scalp. Down my ribs, my belly, my knees open under both his hands, and his mouth settles on my pussy and eats me at his own pace — lips closed around my clit, the thick drag of his tongue through my folds and up inside me. No hurry anywhere in him, no orders anywhere in the room, just him taking his time with me in daylight while September air moves through the windows, and I come with my fist in the quilt and his name at full voice, loud, both windows open on the yard.

I pull him up by the ears and roll him and climb on, and for a while I set it, my hands flat on that broad chest, my hips working him deep and steady with his hands loose at my waist, letting me. "Deeper," I tell him, and he gives it to me. Then his grip firms and he rolls me under and starts the long work. He puts the head of his cock into me slow and keeps working it, patient, until he's seated to the root, and my shout goes to the fence line. He keeps a long pace after that, drawing nearly out of me — I clench at the loss — and then he's back and I'm full, my ankles over his shoulders, the sun crawling the quilt beside us. The bed barely makes a sound under us. Every moan, every shout of it comes out of me, my voice loose and bare in the middle of the afternoon, and the windows stay open.

The second one builds slow and breaks in waves, one after another, and Marcus follows with his forehead dropped to my shoulder, grinding deep, his breath gone rough at my ear. He settles his weight over me and stays. His hand lies heavy on my belly and the sun moves along the quilt and we lie there until my breath comes back. Nobody moves fast.

Sometime after two I'm back in the shirt dress with the top button still open, cutting ham and mustard, and Marcus sits at my table with fresh coffee, and nobody in this kitchen is in a hurry.

Colin comes in the back door with his lunch pail and sawdust down one sleeve. He stops just inside — the kitchen smelling of coffee and ham, a man at his table, his wife at the counter with her button undone. He sets his pail down on the counter, washes his hands at the sink, and pulls out the third chair.

"Afternoon, Marcus."

"Afternoon, Col."

"There's ham?"

"Cutting yours now," I tell him.

The three of us eat at my table in the afternoon sun, my half sandwich going cold while I watch them talk, my husband's forearms on the table and Marcus's hand closed around his cup. Colin asks after the store's fall flats and Marcus asks after the Hutchins door. Then Marcus gets to talking between bites.

"Your boys ask after you. All of them. Ray tapped his horn going past the store. Boone walked his lunch over to the co-op just to ask me."

"Even Kenny?" Colin says.

"Kenny asked when the party was."

Colin laughs into his sandwich.

"True and Darius took beers together in Stonebridge this week," Marcus says. "Longhorn. Corner booth. True came down off the blacktop and Darius came off the lake, and they split a basket of wings and argued."

"Argued about what?" I ask.

"October."

Colin looks at him. Marcus drinks his coffee.

"Darius swears he cried off the hot ones. Darius would." He sets the cup down. "They phone each other now, between visits. Darius called True from a hardware aisle. They're riding toward each other these days, Gina Hartwell. You're the excuse."

"Man learns things in this kitchen," Colin says, and mops mustard with his crust.

Marcus puts his jacket on at dusk. At the back door I catch his sleeve.

"When are you back?"

He looks at me a second longer than the question needs.

"You'll hear the truck."

He goes down the steps into the blue dusk, and halfway down he nods at the porch light burning over the drive, and his truck goes out to the county road. Colin rinses our cups and sets them upside down in the rack.

Friday morning there's a text from Bonnie on my phone.

cotton remnants HALF OFF at the sewing shop tomorrow morn!!! come with? coffee after. I need a project and you're my witness

I grin at the screen.

Wouldn't dream of it. What are we making?

early. don't you dare be late, Georgiana Hartwell

Colin and I remake the guest room together Saturday morning. He snaps the corners tight and I pull the spread straight, and the towels go folded over the rack, and we stand in the doorway a minute looking at it made. Neither of us says for who.

Sunday we sit our pew and sing our hymns and shake the town's hands, and I hear the out-of-town friends have picked up new hometowns over the week. I let them travel.

The first true cold of the fall comes down Sunday evening. I stand at the fence line in my sweater with my breath showing and the fields going blue, and Colin comes out with his jacket over his flannel and sets his forearms on the rail beside mine.

"You're a mile off somewhere. Good mile or bad one?"

"The year coming," I say. "True's route runs through midweek sometime. Ray's in town weekends once the arena picks up. Church on Sunday, choir on Wednesday, the harvest supper to cook for. And you," I tell him, "most nights of all."

Colin looks down the fence row a while.

"Sounds like a good crop," he says.

We walk in to supper with his arm around my shoulders and the cold coming up off the fields. After the dishes he puts out the kitchen light and we take the stairs, and from the landing window I look back down — the kitchen window black, the porch light burning over the empty drive. His hand settles at the small of my back, and we climb.


The Solo

The anthem folder lies open on the loft rail with a fresh pencil line ruled under the refrain, and beside the line, in the director's cramped hand, a G.

I stand at the rail with my thumb keeping my place in the hymnal and read the mark while the pews fill below and the organist lays out her music. My robe hangs down my front with the white cord tie loose at my waist, and I've sung in this loft longer than I've been married, always folded into the middle of the sound, always one of the ones carrying somebody stronger.

The director comes up the steps wiping his hands on his jacket and stops at my shoulder. "Refrain's yours this morning, Gina. Full voice — I want the back pews to get it. Section stays off your line till you hand it back."

"The whole refrain?"

"All of it. If it runs off with you, hand it back and I'll catch it."

We pray, we sing the gathering hymn, the offering goes through, and then his hands come up and the organ rolls under us. The section starts the verse folded down soft, and when my line arrives I take the breath low, feet planted wide on the loft boards, and give it everything. O taste and see that the Lord is good — out at full voice, the sound coming off me bigger than what I sent. The congregation startles. People look up off their hymnals down the center aisle, a man by the door half-rises off his pew, and back by the baptistry somebody breathes it: Lord have mercy. Up front Pastor Teague beams from the pulpit and pushes his glasses up on his forehead.

And Colin has turned clean around in our pew to face the loft, staring up at me the full length of the refrain. Near the end I find his eyes and hold them straight through the Lord is good, and holding them while I sing puts a wobble in my voice I carry through on purpose, and my voice opens wider on the word I'm holding for him, and my husband looks away, caught out, and gets very busy with his hymnal.

The organist lifts her hands and the sound thins away, and I stand in the room my voice just filled, the robe stirring at my front with what's left of my breath going out of me slow, and I hand the next line back to the section. Teague gives the benediction, and under it the aisle fills for the doors. There's a covered-dish dinner after, my casserole going around in the paprika dish, and in the dinner line folks tell me the loft sounded different today. I thank them and pass them the noodles. By the kitchen door the dishes stack and trade owners, and I find Colin in the noise and we walk out together.

Bonnie waits at my car with the paprika dish held out in both hands — the dish that rode out the cold spring on my porch rail. She runs the once-over down my navy dress and comes back up smiling.

"I've been rehearsing this since Thursday, so let me say it wrong first." She shifts her grip on the dish. "I quit asking you things, hon. Back in the spring. And I want the reason said right: I didn't quit because I stopped wondering. I quit because I decided I loved you more than I needed to know. That's the size of it. Whatever it is, it doesn't get to be bigger than that."

"Bonnie." Mine comes out low. "I never stopped being grateful for you. Not through the spring. Not for a single day of it."

She nods, hard, once, and blinks at the church roofline. Then she carries the dish across the lot to her own car and lays it on the passenger seat, and comes back around the hood, and puts her arms around me with her eyes shut, my cheek to her cardigan, the soft pills of it against my skin, and holds on a good while. "You smell like my grandma's house," she says near my ear, "and I mean that as the compliment of the year." When she lets go, she opens her door and brings the dish back out.

"Take it home, hon. I did this part wrong last spring. This time it comes with words attached."

I take it in both hands, the china heavier than it looks and warm from sitting out the dinner in the sun, and she pats my wrist over it and gets in. She backs out and hangs at my window on her way past.

"Wednesday. The booth. Wear the green one."

Then she's through the gate and gone up the road. I lay the dish on my passenger seat and drive home easy.

Sunday night the loft works the line proper. The director builds the anthem around it, and I stand the section down and give the refrain alone before bringing the altos in under me, and he stops us for blend and starts us over. On the break the alto beside me fans herself with her folder.

"Where has that voice BEEN, Gina?"

"Been working on it," I tell her.

Then the president leans in the loft door with her clipboard. "October anthem, I'm putting your row front and center. Room wants that line where it can watch it happen." The altos behind me sit up straighter.

Wednesday I keep the lunch, green dress on per orders. Bonnie beats me to our booth at the diner and has the cotton sack already slid to my side of the table. "Half of it's yours, hon. I have no self-control and no shame about it either." We run the hour easy — her mother's hip, the October anthem, Miriam's honey cake for the supper — and halfway through she gets as far as "So how's—" and catches herself mid-word. "Apple, and pecan, since we're being greedy. For the supper." I stir my coffee and we go where she took it.

True texts at breakfast: through today. I strip the guest bed and make it up fresh while the coffee draws, and Colin carries the pillows down for the wash on his way to the shed, where Solomon's swollen shed door sits clamped in the vise and gets planed true across the week. I hum at the sink through the morning dishes — the refrain, mostly — and at noon the feed-store man comes up the drive with Colin's order and a clipboard. I sign where he holds it against the door frame, and he nods at the sky.

"Frost talk for Sunday night."

"Then the supper's timed right," I tell him, and he grins and takes the hand truck back down.

True's truck comes up the drive at four with the light going long, and Colin puts the porch bulb on before True's out of the cab. We go up ahead of supper with him talking the climb — road, wind, the darts argument Darius won't concede — and the evening runs at his pace after that, easy where it starts and nowhere near easy by the end — my voice off the raised windows before the light goes, the headboard tapping the wall in its slow time. Around ten he eats standing at my counter and tells the road the whole time, and then he takes the drive slow, and I leave the porch bulb on after his truck's gone.

Saturday afternoon the phone buzzes on the counter. Past your exit doing the limit and it felt rude. Through Wednesday — keep the porch lit, Mrs. Hartwell. I read it twice and set the phone face-up by the sink.

Toward supper I'm at the stove in the thin housedress with the screen door hooked open to the cool, frying potatoes and singing the refrain out over the pan — O taste and see — no occasion, nobody in the room, the singing just what's been in me since Sunday and still going. The shed squeal stops, and a minute later Colin is in the kitchen doorway with sawdust silvering his forearms.

He stands there and lets his eyes go low on me and stay. The thin cotton climbs with every breath, and my nipples stand up against it in the evening air off the screen, and he stays on the look, done with the hymnal-busy act. Colin Hartwell, staring at his own wife's chest in his own kitchen while she sings church music at him. I turn my head and give him the verse straight, chin up, and let my hips take the beat at the oven door.

Between verses I lay the spoon across the pot rim.

"Colin. I've been meaning to say a thing."

He waits, one shoulder on the frame.

"If Halloway ever heard the true story of this house — every name, every night, the whole of it read out loud at the supper — I believe I'd be in the fellowship hall the next Sunday making the coffee and taking the solo anyway. I believe I'd survive it now."

He looks at me across the kitchen with the pot steaming between us. Then he nods, once, and takes me at my word.

I pick the verse up where I left it and give the kitchen the rest of the song. Colin stays leaned in the doorway and lets me finish, sawdust still on his arms, his eyes where they were.

We eat with our knees together under the small table, and afterward I run the water as hot as my hands stand and wash the returned dish, the week-old casserole edge going soft under the sponge, and the paprika ghost — spring-old — coming off in a long curl and down the drain with the suds. I dry it and stack it on the shelf with the other casseroles.

I rest my hand on it, cool now, and put the kitchen light out with my free hand.


Choir Loft

Halloway keeps two steeples and one stoplight, and on this cold October Sunday both churches run full below their bells, the Methodists on the hill and the smaller white flock across town, trucks nose-in to either curb and Saturday's carts chained in their corral by the grocery. I come up the inside stairs of the bigger church ahead of my section, robe folded over my arm, and take my place at the end of the front row of the loft.

Below me the pews fill, hats and hymnals and latecomers shrugging off the cold. I say my life over to myself plain while the organist settles onto the bench. Marcus is due Friday. True comes midmonth. Off the county road come men who pass through, take what they take, and go home with their names, and Colin — my husband, who irons my dresses and hands me water in the dark and sleeps with his arm over me in a bed that has held strangers — is neither and both of those. That is the life. It holds me up, and I sing over it every Sunday.

Mid-hymn the doors below open. A young wife comes up the aisle on a square-shouldered man's arm, late, slight, her light hair pulled through the back of her collar in a ponytail, and they fold into the third pew across from the pulpit. She sits down rigid. Her hymnal comes up high and holds there.

Then her face tips toward the loft, hunting the singing, and she looks up the loft wall, along my row, and lands on me.

Her eyes are wide and round and blue, and they stay on me through the whole verse while her mouth goes through the words.

I know that stare. I wore it in a pew myself for the better part of a year, aimed at one man over a produce bin, before I ever learned its name. Now it is aimed up at me, built by her alone, nothing offered, nothing passed, and handed to the loft to keep or return. A year ago a look like that put me out to my own car with my hands shaking on the wheel. Today it lands on me and I have somewhere to put it.

I hold her stare. Under the robe wool my breath goes shallow and my nipples rise and pull the heavy cloth close with every line of the verse. Down in the second pew I find Colin's eyes already up here, already on the business, giving me nothing but his church face and both hands quiet on the hymnal. Pastor Teague's voice comes up faint under the organ, praying over the verses about ingathering and first fruits, and a June bride stares at me through all of it instead of her hymnal.

Then I smile at her. Slow. Held.

The pink climbs her throat and takes her ears. She drops her gaze to the hymnal and keeps it down hard.

I keep my eyes where they were. Her dress is blue and buttoned to the throat, snug through the bodice, and it pulls tight across her chest with every breath she takes. She is slight everywhere except where the seams strain, and her ring is new-bright. She shifts on the seat. Her husband sings on beside her with his eyes shut, a square hand working the pew rail. The next verse she peeks up over the hymnal's edge, finds me still on her, and ducks back down with the red doubled.

Nobody down there sees any of it but me, and Colin, and God, and I have made my peace with that audience.

Pastor Teague preaches short and prays long, and gives the benediction with both arms lifted over the pews. I put my amen in at full voice. My altos hear it land and grin down at their books.

In the hall the urn steams on its table and the president folds cups beside it, and the young wife drifts to the table's end and stands there deciding. I take the pot and fill a cup before she has settled on asking, and hold it out to her.

"Morning. Cold enough out there to have earned this."

Steam climbs off the cup between us. Her hands close around it, small hands, and her full mouth hesitates around its thank-you.

The president leans in with her stack of cups. "Cora, this is Georgiana Hartwell — you'll know the anthem's front row from her. Georgiana, Cora. June bride. Husband's the plasterer from over Millbrook way. Miriam sent cake to the shower, so the match is well fed."

"Cora," I say. Once.

She brings her gaze up about halfway and holds it there, blue over the steam. "First frost already got my marigolds," I tell her. "Cold comes off those fields out your way before it finds town."

"We haven't lit the furnace." She says it into the cup. "My husband says— he says wait for real cold."

Her husband comes to collect her with a hand at her elbow, and she goes out on his arm, and at the hall door her head turns over his shoulder and finds me a last time before the door closes behind them.

Colin is at my elbow with his cup, unhurried. "Saw the whole business from the second pew." The urn hisses into the quiet he leaves. "She went red to the ears. Never did find her own line again." He drinks. "What will you do if she knocks someday?"

"The door works, Col."

He nods and carries his cup off toward the doughnuts, and I stand at the urn with the pot and let the name settle where I keep names. I knew what she was before the president handed her over. The stare told me. The red said the same thing over her hymnal.

Colin drives us home up the county road and I keep the name where nobody can reach it and say it on the inside. Cora. It fits small hands around a hot cup, and a flush that climbs all the way, and blue eyes that come up halfway and stop. I watch the fences go by and say it again.

—

Wednesday, Fogelman's runs its weekday hush, doors chiming now and then behind a man with a hand truck, and I find Cora alone at the apple bins with a hand basket over her arm.

"Morning." Her shoulders jump. "The Galas have gone mealy. It's the Jonathans eating right this week."

"Oh— I wouldn't know one from the other. I take— whichever's closest, mostly."

The Jonathans sit dark red under the misters and her hand hovers over the Galas. I take a bag down off the roll and open it, and while my hands do that, I look her over. Her mouth first, the full of it, the lip she has chewed her color off. Then down her front, where the blue dress does what it did Sunday and pulls snug across her chest.

She watches me do it. Her breath shortens under the look and her feet stay planted on the tile. She glances off at the misters, then back to me.

"You practice—" She stops and starts over. "Thursdays, isn't it. Choir. From the churchyard, when the windows stand open, I can hear every word of it. Sundays I— I get there early now. Third pew. It comes down best from where I sit."

Red climbs her ears while she says it, and I think of myself at twenty-five, putting grapes in a basket I had no plan for, in this same store, with the whole county walking past.

"I'm glad of that," I tell her. "And tell your husband the Jonathans keep through Thanksgiving."

"Okay. The— thank you. Mrs. Hartwell."

She goes down the cereal aisle fast, basket swinging, and I carry my apples out and sit in the car with the sack on the seat beside me and let my breath settle. Shoppers went past that aisle the whole time and heard two women choose fruit.

—

That night the dishes keep my hands busy and Colin dries beside me while the water runs.

"Her name is Cora. The president did the introducing. June bride, plasterer's wife, over Millbrook way."

"Cora." He turns a plate over in the towel.

"I saw her today at Fogelman's, alone with a hand basket at the apples. I put my eyes on her mouth and then on her chest, slow, and she stood there and let me do it. Then she told me she hears me from the churchyard on practice days. Gave that up standing at the fruit and went off down the cereal aisle quicker than she came."

Colin sets the plate in the cupboard and shuts the door. "Do you want her to knock?"

"Dry the pot, Col." I hang the dish towel on the bar and take his hand up the stairs.

He kisses me first, slow, his tongue in my mouth while the champagne slip comes up and off, and I put him where I want him, on his back, and climb astride and take him in at my own pace until my breath quits. He goes in fat and slow and I sit down on all of him and rock. His hands come up my body and take my breasts, and I ride him with my nipples dragging his palms, my husband hard and patient under me.

"I'd take her to the guest bed," I tell him, riding. "Cora. Sit her down on the edge and take both her wrists in the one hand — I'd feel how little they weigh — and pin them up over her head, and hold her there while I look my fill. She'd go red to the ears and stay put. She'd stay."

His hips lift under me.

"Then my mouth." The word comes out on a downstroke and I gasp through it. "I'd spread her with my fingers and put my mouth on her and teach her what a tongue is for. Lick her slow. Suck her clit till she cries into her own arm. She's had nobody but her husband, I'd guess, and she'd open for my mouth anyway. And I'd make her say it out loud, what she wants, the whole sentence, because she'll never have said one like it."

"Her mouth too," Colin says, hoarse. "You've wanted her mouth since she stood at that urn."

Him deep in me and her blue eyes halfway up, stacked together, and the climb goes fast from there.

"I want her to knock." It comes out at the top of a stroke, and I come around him with my forehead down on his shoulder, saying it over and over while it runs me out.

He cums after, holding my hips down on him, and we rock it slow to the end.

The lamp is off and his breathing goes long beside me, and the name turns over in the dark. I put my mouth near his ear and say it complete.

"I want Cora to knock, Colin. I want our door opening onto her, and I want to be the one who answers it."

A long quiet. Then his hand crosses the sheet and finds mine and closes around it.

"Then it stays lit."

—

Thursday the anthem goes round twice under the ceiling fans, and I come out to the lot with the robe over my arm and Colin waiting with the engine off.

He pulls onto the blacktop before he says it. "Habit's catching. Young ones in the spring. Plasterers' wives by October." He nods through the churchyard as we pass. "She sits where she can see the loft."

"Good," I say.

We ride home without another word, his hand open on the seat between us and mine lying in it.

At the house I carry the robe up. The guest-room towels hang fresh on the bedroom door where Colin set them this morning, ready for Friday. I hang the robe on the hook beside them. The afternoon comes low through the west window and lies across both cloths, wool and terry, in one long stripe.


The Checkout Line, Again

Colin pushes our cart in under the Fogelman's awning and I ride the bar beside him, four hands to it.

Saturday carts crowd the entrance aisle nose to tail, church letout still emptying, and we thread them toward produce. Raffle talk runs everywhere around us — the quilt hung by the service desk, tickets going fast — and two neighbors take the argument past our cart, the one swearing she has never won anything in her life, the other swearing this is her year and she feels it in her elbow. At the express lane two women build the church harvest supper between them, Miriam's honey cakes again, the ham Pastor Teague still owes the table.

A young mother stands wedged just past the entrance mat, cart sideways with its front wheel locked on a tile seam, one foot up on the cart's base, a baby waving both arms in the seat. She hauls on the handle and gets the squeal and nothing else. I set my hands beside hers on the bar and give it one pull. The wheel skips the seam and rolls true.

"Oh — bless you." She laughs her way off toward dairy, the baby conducting the whole trip.

Cora stands at the candy end-cap, lavender cardigan, hair back in its ponytail, hand basket hooked over her wrist with a box of crackers and a jar of applesauce in the bottom of it. Her eyes are fixed on the candy rack, and the red is up her ears already. I come up on her blind side and reach past her shoulder for the concords bagged at the rack's end. She goes still. Her eyes come around and find mine, and I hold there, easy, and say nothing. That look has my own handwriting on it. Her thumb finds her new ring and stops on it. The basket handle creaks in her grip. I let my eyes travel down through the red spreading at her throat and under her collar, and I take my time about it. She loads candy bars into the basket fast then, none of them chosen, and her eyes drop first and stay dropped. The dropping is as good as a knock, and I know the sound of that knock from the inside.

"Mrs. Hartwell— The— I was just—"

She goes down the cereal aisle with the basket swinging, and I watch her the whole way, moving fast, ponytail swinging. I wore that same red once myself, at the grape bins, filling a basket for no reason I'd have said out loud.

I put the bag of grapes in the cart and roll on, and Colin's hand rides the bar over mine most of the way through the store.

Marcus works the bins across the aisle, sleeves shoved to the elbow, red apron, the MARCUS tag riding his chest, a flat of concords one-handed on the rail.

"Concords again," he says, hushed.

"Season's short."

"It's not," he says. "It just sells out." He seats it and taps its edge flush with the rail. "These go to the supper. Pastor wants color on the dessert table."

"Then the supper eats well."

"Bench busy?"

"Never idles. He trued a shed door for an orchard man last month and the calls keep coming."

"Keeps him out of my aisles." He reaches for the next flat. "Mother's still on me. Porch boards, the furnace pipe, the roof over her back step. A man could work full time just keeping that woman ahead of the weather." He looks across at me. "She wants to know who's feeding me Fridays."

I hear both versions, the town's and mine, and answer the town's. "Tell her the cooking's steady."

He winks, one eye, and the smile comes up under the beard and stays while he turns back to his work.

I snap a grape off its stem, bloom still on it, dusty white, and eat it right there standing in the open. Slow. Teeth through the skin, the dark juice, and then I hold it in my cheek while Marcus braces his forearms on the bin edge to drag the next one over, and I watch the muscle stand and shift in them, corded, the skin pulled tight over it, the whole time my mouth is working. The store doors stand propped to the October morning with Saturday walking in and out, carts and coats, and past behind me come the same two supper women mid-argument — "Honey cakes, and that's final." "Sheet cake feeds more." "Sheet cake is a field of frosting with a grudge." — and they see a woman buying fruit. Sweet runs to the corner of my mouth and stays there. I meet his eyes while I swallow. "Tables under the tent?" he says, same as the town asks. "Under the tent," I tell him, same as I tell the town.

"Sweet this year," Marcus says, hushed, and goes back to his grapes slower than he left them.

A woman from the altar guild catches me at the dairy case. "Gina. You cooking for the supper?"

"Yes — cooking. Pies and the rolls, and Colin's folding tables again."

"Well, thank the Lord and you both." She takes her butter and goes, and I grin at the milk cooler the rest of the way down the case.

The checkout kid bags our sacks and talks at Colin the whole time — frost talk for Tuesday, maybe a hard freeze — and Colin answers him between lifts, trees done for the year, wood split and stacked, we'll take the cold. My hand turns under his on the cart rail, and his fingers lace through mine and hold, and heat climbs my neck, and my breath goes shallow there in the loud ordinary lane while the kid carries on about the frost. His thumb strokes once over my knuckles. The kid hands over the receipt and tells us to stay warm.

I wheel the cart out past the entrance on my way to the doors, and it rolls free and easy over the stretch of floor where a jammed cart sat a year ago.

In the lot Marcus crosses ahead of us with a flat balanced on his shoulder, headed for the battered pickup, and nods.

"Supper, then," he says.

"Bring your mother's porch boards by," I tell him. "Colin will true them."

"I'll load them." He swings it into the truck bed. We sack up and go.

The bag of grapes rides the seat between us when Colin pulls out. He takes us into the back streets at his own speed, one wrist over the wheel, and gets there in no hurry.

"That first Saturday we ever ran that store," he says. "You remember it?"

"Everything," I tell him. "In order."

"Go on, then."

"Carts thick by the door, church letout still emptying. My front wheel took the entrance mat sideways and jammed, and a man behind me reached past my shoulder and freed it with one pull."

"You thanked him twice," Colin says.

"Both whispers. I never did see his face while he did it."

"You saw his hands."

"I saw his hands." We roll through town, the square going by on the left. "The boy at the scale asked would the weekend cool, and I told him, yes, thank you."

"Wrong question."

"Wrong question."

"And after?"

"The rest is yours, Col. Tell it."

He tells it in no hurry, eyes going easy between the road and the fences. "You came home with the sacks and never said a man existed. I was sanding Kessler doors in the garage and you stood in the doorway a while. Supper was the fund casserole. You laughed at my pine joke twice harder than it earned." A gap the length of the square. "And that night you held my forearms and went off somewhere over my shoulder, and came back down shaking, and said it was me."

The grapes sit between us on the seat and his hand comes over mine and stays.

I take the story back up where the county road starts and run it in order for him. "The cashier called me back across the store for my change, and I took it, and thanked her, and got out."

Colin heads for home at his own speed, and as we pull past the town's stoplight he says, "Liar," and the laugh comes up out of me right there, big and unhidden, and takes us a block to spend, the grapes knocking on the seat at the turn. He runs the lane slow after, gravel popping under the tires, his hand around mine, and I keep telling it, the whole order of that Saturday, all the way in under the porch light.
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