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Sean's house was the last but one on Pinfold Row, and David went by it twice before he was properly sure of it. There was no number on the gate. He had known the man the better part of ten years, up ladders with him and round the trestles with him, and he had never once been to his door.

It was a brick semi at the top end of the village, a low wall, a strip of garden kept a good deal better than David's own. Light on in the front, the curtains not drawn. The van sat in off the road with a tarp lashed over the back of it. The envelope was on the passenger seat, three keys for the new kitchen door up at the Memorial. That was the reason he had given Ruth for going out at seven on a Wednesday, and it would take about four seconds to hand over. He sat quietly with the engine off for a minute and looked at it.

Then he got out and knocked.

"Now then," Sean said, pulling the door back before the second knock had properly landed. He was in his shirtsleeves with a rag in one hand, and he stepped away off the mat to let him in. "You'll be about them keys. You could have left them at the hall Sunday and saved yourself the diesel."

"I was passing."

"You weren't." He said it evenly enough, and shut the door firmly on the cold. "Come through. Mind the grit."

There was a bag of it slumped in the hall, and four of the hall's folding chairs stacked against the wall with their feet off, waiting on new ones. David noticed those. The man had carried them home in his own van and was doing them on his own time, and nobody on the committee would ever hear a word about it.

The kitchen was warm and smelled of solder. He had the second tea urn in bits across his own table on a spread of newspaper, the lid off, the element out, a little grey heap of scale scraped up beside it. Sean filled the kettle without asking whether David wanted anything. He had his sleeves shoved up and thick arms on him. David had watched her open her legs for those hands, and here they were dropping a teabag in a mug for him.

"Sit down, then."

David sat. Two mugs came out, and one was off the hall, thick white, MEMORIAL HALL SUMMER FAIR down the side in red, from the year they had two hundred printed and shifted about forty. David eyed it while the tea went in. A mug his wife washed a hundred at a time was standing in a man's private kitchen at the far end of Pinfold Row, and he minded it, and knew that was daft, and minded it anyway. His wife had sucked this man off in David's own front room, and she washed his mugs for the hall on a Monday.

"They've the new locks on, then," Sean said, pouring. "That'll be her doing. She'll want the whole place gone over before the supper."

"Twenty-eighth of March. She's got a list going."

"She'll have three," he said, and chuckled to himself, and put the milk in without asking about that either. "There'll be a job in that shutter as well. It's never run right since the fitters had it."

"She said."

"She would." He sat down across the newspaper and picked the element up and turned it slowly in the light. Three weeks since, David had sat and watched this man's cock go into his wife bare, and here he was in his own kitchen holding up a bit of furred-up copper and telling him what did it. It went through David low and slow. His own cock stirred in his trousers over a mug of tea, and he sat still with his hands round it and let it happen.

They talked about that, and about the drain at the back of the hall that Ken Sutton wanted rodding again. Then it went quiet, and stayed quiet.

"I want to ask you a thing," David said, turning his mug a quarter round on the table and leaving it exactly where it stood, "and I'd sooner ask it straight out than dance round it for an hour."

"Go on, then."

"She wants a man she doesn't know."

Sean set it down carefully on the paper. "Right."

"And I want it for her." That came out easily enough, so he kept going while he had it. "I've been trying for weeks and I've got nowhere at all. I don't know how a person even starts. You can't put a card in the post office window." He had a hard-on on him the whole time he was saying it, sat at another man's table with a mug in his hands. "I thought you might know somebody. A bloke off a job. Somebody sound."

Sean had a proper drink of his tea at last and took his time putting the mug carefully back down.

"No," he said. "I'll not do that."

"Fair enough."

"I'll say the rest of it, though, so you're not driving home guessing at me." He picked a washer out of the little pile by his elbow and turned it over idly between finger and thumb. "I've nothing to say about any of it and I never have had. It's yours, the both of you… and you've been straight with me from the off, and there's not many would have been, in your shoes. But I'll not go out and find men for your wife. I'd not know the first place to start, and if I'm honest with you I'd not care for the job."

"Well, you've been about a bit more than me, that's all it was. I'd not have asked else."

"I've been about a bit and I still wouldn't know." Sean smiled faintly at that and dropped it back on the pile. "I know about eleven men, David, and I've fixed the guttering on all of them."

David got a laugh out at that, one short one, and was glad of it.

"And that's not me stepping back off her, mind," Sean said, sliding it back into the urn body and squinting down after it. "If she wants me for what we've always done she's only to say the word, any week you like. I'll not have you going down that road thinking I've shut a door on her."

"No. Right."

David sat in that warm kitchen and stiffened over another man offering to have his wife any week she liked, and he drank his tea.

He had stood in his own front room with the fire banked up and said it out loud himself, that the next one wouldn't be Sean, and Sean had been in the middle of doing what he was doing when he heard it. Neither of them had gone near it since. It sat there over the urn for a second. Sean got it seated and reached past him for the pliers.

"Is she all right in herself?"

"She's grand. Better than grand."

"Right," he said, and that was all he wanted, and he let it go.

David drank off the tea he didn't want and put the envelope on the table under the salt. "Three keys. The middle one's for the hatch. It wants a shove."

"It always has."

At the door Sean pulled it back on the frost and stood in it with the rag still in his hand. "I'm at the hall Tuesday for them chairs. Tell her I'll do the shutter while I'm there, so it's off her list."

"I will."

"Mind how you go on the corner. It's black as anything by the rec."
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It was gone seven and the village was shut up. The chip shop had its lights on and not much else did. Two of them were stood outside the Crown as he came down past it, under the lamp with their collars up, smoking, one big through the shoulders in a work coat, the other nothing much at all, the pair of them laughing at a thing the big one had said.

David slowed right down for the corner and looked.

The big one would be forty-five or so. He'd have hands like shovels on her. He'd either not have the first bloody notion what he was at in a bedroom or he'd know exactly, and you couldn't tell which from a car doing ten miles an hour. He'd have a cock on him. Would he even want her, though? Ruth in the good coat with her hair up, stood in a room of grown men, and how many of them would have wanted her enough to put their drink down.

He was half-hard on the bend by the war memorial over two blokes he had never once spoken to. For some reason. He shifted himself in the seat and drove on, and realised he had been pricing those two the whole way down the hill.

Then he saw the small one was Colin Raby's lad, and the whole of it went straight out of him.
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The kitchen light was on and Ruth was at the table in her dressing gown with her hair still pinned up from the day and her bare feet hooked on the rung of the chair. The supper list was out on the cloth with a biro lying square along the head of the page.

"You were an hour," she said, and lifted the teapot off her paper. "Did he keep you talking?"

"He had the second urn all over his kitchen table."

"That'll be the tap. I told the pair of them it was the tap." She wrote a number neatly in a column. "How many chairs have we that stand up on their own?"

"Ruth."

She looked up.

"I asked him," David said. "About finding somebody."

She put the biro down. She laid it back along the head of the page and squared it neatly with one finger, and then she folded her hands.

"And?"

"He said no."

The colour came up her throat over the collar of the dressing gown, and she looked down briefly at her list, and she did not look one bit disappointed. It came down over her chest and her tits as well, under the gown, and he had sat and watched another man bring it up on her.

"Right," she said.

"He's not shut a door on you, and he was clear about that. If you want him for what you've always had, you've only to say and he'll come, any week."

"I know he would."

"So say it, then, and I'll ring him Saturday."

"No."

She said it flatly, as if she were telling him there was no milk left. Then she got up and went to the sink and ran herself a glass of water and stood with her back to him and drank half of it. The gown was tied in tight and her arse shifted under it when she reached to turn the tap off. David sat and looked at that and thought about getting her knickers down and his mouth on her cunt, at her own sink, with the list still out on the table.

"You're not sorry, though, are you?" David said. "You're glad."

"I am." She turned round slowly with the glass in her hand. "I've had Sean and I'm fond of him and I'd have him again tomorrow if you told me to. I'd not make a face about it."

"But."

"But I've gone past it."

"Past what?"

"Being had by a man who knows what my mother's called." She said that quite calmly, standing at her own sink in her dressing gown. "He knows the hall, he knows you, he knows what I'm like at a committee meeting. It's all settled before he's through the door. There's nothing in it now that frightens me."

"And you want frightening."

"Don't put it in my mouth like that." She drank the rest of the glass and set it on the drainer. "Ask me properly."

"What do you want, then?"

"A man who's never seen me before in his life," she said, coming back to stand at the end of the table, close enough that he had to turn in the chair. "Who doesn't know I do the teas or that I'm somebody's daughter. Who looks at me across a room for ten minutes and decides he'd have me. And it's nothing to do with you arranging it for him. He's just looked at me and he wants it." She had hold of the chair back. "And then I want you to give me to him and sit down and watch him have me."

David's tea had gone cold in front of him and he was aching by the time she finished.

"Nowhere anybody knows us, then," David said. "Not this village and not the next one. An hour off, where Coyle's a name on a card."

"Wherever you like."

"You'd be sat there getting looked over by strangers. Half of them wouldn't want you."

"I know."

"Does that not put you off it?"

"No." Her chin came up half an inch and stayed there, and her voice was steady on it.

The kitchen light went off behind her and she came past him to the stairs, and he caught her wrist on the second tread.

She didn't ask what for. She sat straight down on the stairs with her hand on the spindle above her head and let him open the dressing gown, and he pushed it gently back off her thighs. She had the old white nightdress on, the one washed so thin it was near enough see-through. He got it up over her hips while she lifted herself easily off the tread, and took her knickers slowly down her legs and off over her feet, and dropped them on the hall floor. Her thighs were pale and cool where he put his hands on them and warm on the inside of them. She opened her knees for him without being told.

He got down on the hall floor still in his coat.

"Say it again," he said, with his mouth an inch off her. "What he does."

"He looks at me first," she breathed. Her hand tightened slightly above her head. "He looks a long while. He'll not touch me for ages and I've to stand there and let him…"

David put his mouth on her. Her cunt was wet already, wet enough that the first pass of his tongue went the whole way up it with nothing to catch on, and she moaned, low, and shut her hand in his hair. He worked her slowly, flat and open, the whole tongue. The nightdress had ridden up and gone tight over her tits, and when he looked up the length of her he could see her nipples standing hard through the thin cotton. Her chin was up. Her eyes were shut.

"Then what?"

"Then he has me." She got it out with her heel braced back against the tread. "In front of you. He'll not ask you for it, either. He'll just take me, however he wants me, bare, and you'll be sat in a chair watching a man you'd never met before that night fuck your wife."

"Say that again."

"Fuck your wife." She said it evenly, in her own voice, the same one she did the church flowers in. "With his cock right up in me and you sat there watching it go in. That's what I want. That's all of it."

His pretty wife sat on the stairs of her own house with her nightdress round her waist and her knees apart, telling her husband what she wanted a stranger's cock to do to her, and David had his mouth on her pussy while she did it. He was hard enough in his trousers to hurt. He worked two fingers up into her, and she was hot and running and took them easily and pushed down onto them for more.

"You want a stranger's cock in you," he said, up off her a second.

"I do." She got her hips working down onto his hand. "Any week you like. And you'd let him, wouldn't you? You'd hand me over."

He put his tongue flat on her clit and kept the fingers going and felt her start to clench round them. Both her hands came down off the rail and into his hair and held his head where she wanted it, and she stopped talking then. Her thighs came up round his ears. She gasped once and came on his mouth with her heel skidding on the tread, and she kept the noise down to almost nothing, in an empty house, with nobody within a mile of them.

She sat a while after with her hand over her eyes and her chest going.

"That was quick," she said.

"You were halfway there before I touched you."

"I know I was." She got the nightdress down over her knees. Then she leaned down off the step and kissed him slowly, and ran her thumb along his jaw where he was wet with her, and looked at it. "Come to bed," she murmured.

"In a minute."

He heard the boards go over his head, then the tap running, then nothing.

He rinsed the two mugs and stood at the sink with the lamp off behind him. There was nobody to ring. No list, no bloke's cousin, nobody at work he could take out for a pint and steer round to it, and the one man in the world who knew the whole of them had said no over a heap of urn parts on a spread of newspaper. If he wanted a stranger to want his wife, he was going to have to take her out and stand her in front of strange men and wait there while they had a look at her, and keep doing it until one of them wanted what he saw.
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The dress cost sixty-five pounds. Ruth bought it on the Tuesday in Worksop, on her own, and nobody had asked her to.

It was dark green and it fastened up the back. She stayed in the changing room a lot longer than she needed to, turning slowly one way and then the other on the little square of carpet. It was tight over her hips. The front sat low enough that she could plainly see the top of her own tits, and when she pulled her shoulders back it sat lower still, so she did it again, and then again.

"You want me to fasten that up right," the girl said through the curtain. "It hangs all wrong half done."

She came in and did it up, a girl of about twenty with a tape measure round her neck and rings on nearly every finger, and stood behind her looking in the mirror over her shoulder. "There you are. That's a different frock now, isn't it?" She flicked a loose thread off the shoulder of it. "Are you off anywhere nice in it?"

"A hotel," Ruth said. "Just the one night."

"Very nice." The girl backed out. "Have a walk about in it, love, see how you go."

She had a walk about in it. Her nipples had come up hard against the lining and showed plainly if she stood side-on, and she stood there in a booth in a shop with her heart going and worked out that she was not going to ask for a size up.

She paid, and got home late enough that David had the lamp on, and he never asked her where she'd been.
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The hall smelled of paint still, and of the new lino, and under that of the pies Karen Ackroyd had brought down on the Thursday. The kitchen was finished at last. Stainless right along one wall, a double sink deep enough to stand an urn in, the hatch cut through with its shutter up, and lights that came on all at once instead of one at a time.

"A hundred and twenty," Dawn said, counting tickets out of the shoebox into piles of fifty with the tip of her tongue showing. "That's if the Enderbys come, which they will, because Bill's not missed a do at this hall since before I was married. Do we say seven pound or eight?"

"Seven," Ruth said, writing it on the pad against the stainless. "Seven gets the ones who'd not come at the higher. And we'll get it back on the raffle."

"You're a hard woman." Dawn snapped a band round the first fifty. "Meat?"

"I've rung him. Thirty pound of shoulder, and he's doing us the stuffing for nothing if I put him in the programme."

"There's a programme now?"

"There's a folded sheet," Ruth said, "and if I call it that to his face he knocks the stuffing off the bill."

Dawn laughed at that and got the band round the second pile.

There was a bang from the far end, then a drill going into brickwork, and Ryan came backwards through the hatch doorway with two lengths of kick-board under one arm and his tape in his teeth.

"Ruth," he said, taking the tape out and standing the boards carefully against the wall. "That door's binding on the bottom because your floor's up half an inch by the frame. That's not me, that's the floor. I'll take a bit off it and nobody'll know."

"Will it still shut?"

"It'll shut better than it does now." He was in a T-shirt with the cold coming off the yard behind him and his forearms red with it. When he straightened up he took her in slowly, shoes to collar and back down, and stopped a good while on her tits where the coat was open. "You're all done up for a Saturday."

"I've been shopping."

"Fair enough."

She had a shelf of things she'd used for years on lads like Ryan, easy ones that let everybody keep their dignity. She stood there with the pad in her hand and reached for exactly none of them. She let him have his look. Her face went hot and she let that happen too, and her nipples came up sharply under the wool where he was looking, and for a second or two she let herself think about his hands on her.

An hour up that road there was a man who had never heard of this hall or of her. On Friday night he would look at her exactly the same way and quietly make his mind up whether he wanted to have her.

"I'll want that socket doing on the back wall an' all," she said.

"It's on the list."

"It's been on the list a while."

"So's half the building." He picked the boards back up. "You'll get your socket."

He went off through the hatch and the noise started again. Dawn had stopped counting and was openly watching her over the shoebox with her eyebrows up near her fringe.

"What?"

"Nothing," Dawn said, banding the pile and writing the number on the lid. "Nothing whatsoever. He's twenty-eight, that one, and he's got arms on him, and I'm only saying it out loud so somebody has."

"He's fitting me a socket."

"He is that." Dawn put the biro down and leaned on her forearms. "Is that still going on, then? What you told me at ours."

Ruth carried on writing.

"It's finished with Sean," she said.

"Finished."

"He's still about. He's doing the shutter and the chairs. It's just finished." She put the pad down on the worktop. "That's all there is to it."

She had years of being able to say the next bit, the bit that made a thing sound smaller and let the other woman off having to hold it, and she knew exactly where it went. She left it out. The kitchen went quiet. Dawn looked at her a good while, then went back to her tickets.

Her mother came at eleven with the greenery in a bucket in the back of the car. They did the sills together, five jam jars and the two big vases, holly with the berries still on and some bare red dogwood out of the churchyard hedge.

"Marjorie asked after you," Jean said, turning a jar round to put the good side out. "Thursday morning. She's not seen you at one since before Christmas, and she'd never say it to your face, so I'm saying it for her."

"I've a lot on with all this."

"That's what I told her." She worked another sprig carefully in. "It's only, you were the one got that Thursday going. You and me. And now there's four of them sat in a cold room with a jar of coffee, and you're down here doing the meat."

"Somebody's got to do the meat."

"Somebody has, love. I know." Jean stood off the sill and moved one stem about an inch. "There. That's better than it was."

Ruth waited over the second vase to see whether any more of it was coming. There wasn't. Her mother did the flowers and talked on about the Enderbys, and at half twelve she went off to the car with her bucket. Ruth walked back up the hall with her chest going like she'd been running.
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They went on the Friday, and it was Sheffield, because it was an hour off and big enough that a name like Coyle meant nothing in it.

David had booked a room. He'd said so at the table on the Sunday, quite flatly, in with the rest of what he had to tell her that week.

"A room where?"

"Sheffield. One of the big ones in the middle, with the car park underneath."

"For what?"

"For nothing," he said, carrying on eating. "Nothing's going to happen, Ruth. We'll have a drink downstairs and then we're going up to bed. That's the whole of it."

She sat with the dress in its bag laid flat over her knees for the full hour, aching quietly for a man whose face she did not have yet. By the time they came off the parkway and down into the lights she'd had the fastening of it round her head about forty times, and she'd had a stranger undoing it for her in a room she hadn't seen.

Sixth floor. A low chair by the window, a kettle screwed to its tray, and out of the glass another block with about ninety windows in it. She did her face in the bathroom with the door open. David sat on the end of the bed with his shoes on and watched her do it, which he never did at home.

"Turn round a minute."

She turned round with the mascara still in her hand.

"You look gorgeous," he said.

"It's the dress."

"It's not the dress." He came over and fastened the top hook for her, the one she couldn't reach, and left his hand on her back over it. "Right. Down there you sit where I put you, and you face out into the room. If you catch a bloke at it, you don't smile at him and you don't look away sharp either. You just carry on with what you're saying to me."

"And what am I saying to you?"

"Anything you like," he said, getting his jacket off the chair. "Tell me about the meat order."

The bar was three steps down off the lobby. Low lights, a lot of dark wood, forty-odd people in it on a Friday. A work do had the far corner, twenty of them round pushed-together tables with their lanyards still on. Two men sat up at the bar on their own with laptops. David put her at a small round table side-on to the room, sat himself across at the angle, and fetched a gin for her and a pint for himself.

She faced out into the room and told him about the meat.

The first was a young lad off the work do, going past to the toilets, who got as far as her tits and then suddenly found the carpet very interesting. The second was one of the men with the laptops. He swung round on his stool to order, took the whole of her in about a second and a half, and swung back. Then a big fair-haired one from the corner stood waiting to be served and had a long unhurried go at her, twice. He put his mouth briefly near his mate's ear, and the mate leaned out off his stool for a look of his own.

"Two of them," David said. "At the pumps."

"I know."

"He's telling his mate about you," David said, turning his glass slowly on the mat. "He'll have got as far as your tits and stopped there."

"I know," she said. "Ask me about the raffle."

He asked her about the raffle. She managed four sentences before her mouth went dry on her. She had a drink of the gin, set it down carefully, and found her hand was not as steady as she'd have liked. There was an ache low down in her that had started in the lift and had not gone off since. Every time one of them clocked her it went through her again, harder, in her belly and down the backs of her thighs.

Nobody in that room had so much as gone past her chair. She was wet through in a hotel bar in the middle of Sheffield with her knees together and a gin in front of her, and she couldn't have told anybody what off.

She leaned in over the little table.

"There's eight men in this room have looked at me," she said, not dropping her voice for it at all, "and not one of them knows I've nothing on under this worth the name."

David put his glass down very carefully on the mat. "Say that again."

"You heard me the once."

"Pick one, then." He had his eyes out on the room and not on her. "If you'd to have one of them out of this bar tonight."

"You're not making me say it in here."

"I am, though."

She had a look round over the top of the gin, table by table, and took her time over it. Her cunt was wet on the chair by the time she got back round to the pumps.

"The fair one at the pumps," she said. "He's got a ring on. He's just told his mate what he thinks of my tits, and he's not wrong about them."

"And you'd let him."

"I'd let him do whatever you told him he could do." She turned the glass slowly on the mat. "If you sat there and said he could have me, I'd have gone down to that car park and sucked him off against a car door, and come back up here with my knees dirty and finished my drink. And then I'd have had you take me upstairs and fuck me with him still on my chin."

"You'd not," he said.

"I would," Ruth said, "and you know I would, so don't keep asking me like it's a game."

Then a man came in on his own at about half nine and sat two tables up, and that was the one.

He was fifty or thereabouts, in a good shirt, his coat over the back of his chair. A big square face, grey coming in at the sides. There was a pint in front of him and a menu propped against it. He read four lines of the menu, and then his eyes came up and stopped on her and stayed there. The girl came for his order and he gave it without looking away. When she crossed her legs he watched that, and he watched her uncross them again.

When she got up for the toilets he had her the length of the room and the length of it again coming back, and it sat on the backs of her legs like heat off a fire. In the mirror by the hand dryer her colour was right up. Her nipples stood hard enough to count through the green. She put two fingers between her legs for a second, just to know, and they came away wet.

She went back up the room a good deal slower than she'd come down it.

"He's still at it," David said, when she sat.

"Is he."

"Four times since you got up." He had the pint halfway to his mouth and put it back down without drinking any. "That's a man deciding."

"Deciding what?"

"Whether it's worth him getting out of that chair."

She had to sit quite still a second after that.

"And if he does get out of it?"

"Then he comes over and talks to me, because I'm the one sat with you," David said, turning the glass a quarter round on its mat. "And I say what I think to him. And if it's a yes, love, you go up in that lift with him and I stop down here with my pint."

"And you'd want that."

"I'd want it that much I can hardly sit still," he said, and had his drink at last.

She picked her glass up and there was nothing in it but ice. Her heart was banging in her throat. Two tables up, a man she'd never seen before in her life was working out whether he wanted to fuck her. Her husband sat four feet off with a pint, working out how to hand her over. There was a fruit machine chuntering in the corner and a girl going round for glasses.

She sat there. She talked to her husband about a hall in a village an hour off. At ten past ten the man finally finished his pint, reached down for his coat and stood up with it over his arm.

Ruth's stomach went straight through the floor.

He stood four seconds. Then he sat back down on the edge of the chair and got his phone out of his trouser pocket. He read the screen for a bit. After a minute he put his empty on the bar on his way past and went out into the lobby without one look at her.

"He's gone," she said.

"He has," David said.

"Why's he gone?"

"I don't know, love. His lift. His tea. His wife." He watched the door swing itself shut. "Are you all right?"

"Yes."

"You've gone very quiet on me."

"Yes," Ruth said.

They stayed twenty minutes more and she couldn't afterwards have named one thing that was said in them. Then up in the lift, with a woman and a suitcase in there beside them. Ruth stood facing the doors with her thighs stuck together and wet, and David stood at her shoulder and never touched her once the whole way.
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He shut the door, put the card in the slot, and the lights came up. She got her shoes off standing, one hand on the wall.

"Leave the dress on."

"It fastens at the back."

"I know what it does. Leave it."

He pulled the curtains right open instead of shutting them, so the window was the whole wall of it, the block opposite with its lit squares and the wet road going down between. Then he sat down in the low chair with his back to the glass, put his legs out, and looked at her.

"Come here," he said.

She went and stood in front of him. He undid his belt himself and got his cock out. It stood up hard against his shirt with the wet already at the tip of it.

"Get the hem up. Not the fastening. Just the hem."

She got it in both hands and drew it slowly up over her stockings and her hips and held it there in a bunch, without being asked twice. He hooked her knickers down. She stepped neatly out of them and left them on the carpet. Then he put two fingers straight up into her, standing, with no leading up to it at all, and she gasped out loud before she could stop herself.

"You're soaked."

"I know."

"Since when?"

"About the second one who looked at me," she said. Her free hand had gone onto his shoulder without her putting it there. "The one at the bar who leaned right out to see my tits."

"Say what you are."

"Wet through in a bar," she said. "Sat here with a wet cunt for men who never spoke to me."

He worked the fingers in her slowly, three times, four. Then he took them out, wiped them the length of her thigh, and set his thumb firmly on her clit and left it there without moving it, until her knees went and she was pushing down onto it.

She got down on the carpet between his legs, got his cock in her fist and put her mouth on it. She wasn't gentle about it. She sucked him with her fist working the bottom of him and her other hand up under his balls, taking as much of his cock as she could get, coming off it wet and going straight back down. When she came up for air she kept the fist going and turned her face against him.

"He'd have had this," she said. "The one in the good shirt. He'd have got this off me in his room tonight and gone home to his wife with the taste of me still on him."

"Say it dirtier."

"He'd have had my mouth and then he'd have had my cunt, and never asked either of us twice."

"Get your tits out."

She reached behind her and couldn't get at the hooks, so he leaned forward and quickly did them himself, all four, and pulled the front of the dress down off her shoulders to her waist. Her tits came out over it. She knelt up between his knees with the dress hanging off her hips and went back down on his cock, and he got a fistful of her hair and held her there and pushed up into her mouth, not far, two or three times. She took it and moaned round him.

"Get on it," he said. "Get that pussy of yours down on me."

She got up and put a knee either side of him in the chair, reached down, held his cock up and sat straight down on it. All of it, in one go. She made a sound into his neck she'd have been ashamed of at home. The chair was too small for the pair of them and its arms pushed her knees in. She got her hands on the back of it either side of his head and worked herself steadily up and down on him. She couldn't find any rhythm at first for the chair. Then she had one, and her tits went against his face on every drop of her. She could hear how wet she was on him each time she came down. His hands went up under the dress and took hold of her arse and helped her along, and she got a hand in between and worked her own clit roughly with two fingers while she rode his cock.

"Look out there."

She looked. Ninety windows, eleven lit, one with a man in it stood at a sink with his back to the glass.

"He can't see us."

"No."

"He would if he turned round." She kept going, harder. "He'd see me on your cock with my dress round my middle."

"He would an' all."

"I want him to."

David got his hand in her hair and pulled her head back off his shoulder so he could watch her face while she did it. "The one with the coat," he said. "If he'd come over."

"Don't."

"If he'd come over, Ruth."

"He'd have asked you and not me." Her voice had gone right down. "And you'd have said yes. And he'd have sat where you're sat and had a drink with the pair of us first, all polite. And then I'd have gone up in that lift with him with my ring on and left you your pint."

"And then what?"

"And then he'd have fucked me," she said, quite flatly, in the committee voice, with her husband's cock right up in her. "Bare, because I'd have let him. And you'd have sat down there in that bar knowing exactly what was going on six floors over your head, and where he'd got it."

David took hold of her hips and held her still.

She kept trying to move and he wouldn't let her. He sat right up inside her and never gave her an inch of it, and she put her forehead down onto his and shut her eyes and heard the noise coming out of her.

"Say it again."

"Please. Let me."

"Say it again and I'll let you go."

"A man who'd never laid eyes on me before tonight would have had his cock in me," Ruth said, "and you'd have driven me home down that parkway with him still running out of my cunt."

He turned her hips loose. "Go on, then," he said. "Fuck yourself on it."

She rode him then with nothing held back at all, up off him nearly the whole way and down hard, the chair going on its legs. He had one hand on her arse and a thumb pushing into the crease of it.

"I'm going to cum," she said. "Don't you dare stop now. Fuck me properly."

She clenched down the whole length of him and came on his cock with her arms round his head and her mouth open on his ear. She was still going when he got hold of her again, pushed up into her four or five times and finished. She felt his cum go into her, all of it, and stayed sat down hard on him for it.

They stayed like that a while. Her legs had gone entirely. The dress was down off her tits and rucked up round her middle and creased to death. There was cum and wet all down the inside of both her thighs, and a patch on his shirt where her mouth had been.

"That frock's ruined," she said.

"It isn't," he said, without opening his eyes.

"It's had it, David."

"Then I'll buy you another. Hang it in the bathroom and run the shower hot," he murmured. "It'll drop out of it."

She got off him and went across to the bathroom with his cum running down her leg. She stood on the tiles a second with both hands on the edge of the basin before she did anything else at all.
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Breakfast was in a room off the lobby with half the hotel in it. She had her jeans on and yesterday's jumper, her hair up out of the way, nothing on her face. She went the length of that room and back with a plate in her hands and not one man in that room lifted his head.

David came back to the table with the toast and sat down.

"You've gone quiet on me again."

"The one with the coat," Ruth said. "He was up. He had it over his arm and he was on his feet, and then he read his phone and sat himself back down." She poured his tea for him, because the pot was her side. "I've been awake since about four trying to work out what was on that phone."

"Ruth…"

"And I was wet the whole time I was lying there doing it," she said, and passed him the milk.
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The man had his hand on the back of the spare chair and had not been asked to put it there. He had given them his name twice in about four minutes and David had lost it both times.

"...because you can always tell," he was saying. "That's all I'm saying. You can tell in about a second."

"Can you."

"Every time." He came in a bit further over the chair back, and the beer came with him. "So are you two out for a laugh tonight, or am I stood here making a prat of myself?"

"You're all right, mate."

"No harm in asking, is there." He looked Ruth over for a moment. Then he looked round and grinned at David, as if the two of them had a joke going that she wasn't in on. "I'll tell you what, though. Ten minutes in my mate's car and she'd not know what week it was."

"We're all right," David said. "Honestly. Enjoy your night."

He went off eventually, back to a table of four who were watching him come, and he said his piece and one of them laughed and put a hand over his eyes.

Ruth had her glass in both hands and had not moved.

"Was he all right?" she said.

"No." David watched him sit down. "He'd have had it done round the back and been sat with that lot inside quarter of an hour telling them all about it. He didn't want you. He wanted a story off me."

"He looked a bit hard work, I thought."

"He was."

"Right," she said, and had a drink.

That was the third place they had tried since seven. This was a bigger hotel off the top of the square. A long bar ran down the front of it with the street through the glass, tables in twos and fours, and there was a do on upstairs in the function room, so men in suits kept coming down for cigarettes with their badges still on.

There was no way of doing this. He had spent three hours at it the last time, stood at bars next to men and saying nothing at all, and he had come home with nothing. He had gone over it in the car on the way down and every version was either a joke or worth being hit for. The true one was that his wife wanted a stranger to have her and he wanted to be sat there while it happened, and he was not going to get that said to a man waiting on a pint. He had had it in his head a dozen times that evening. Ruth bare, wearing nothing but the wedding ring, and another man's hands going over her hips. He had sat in the car park a minute after he pulled in, aching, before he went round and opened her door.

So the method was to put her where she could be seen, and wait.

He had her at a table halfway down, facing out. The green dress again, and her hair loose this time, which she had not once done for a Saturday night in her life. The dress sat tight over her tits, and her nipples came up in it every time the door went and the cold came in off the square. Two drinks and a bowl of crisps came to eleven pounds. He had not booked a room. A room was no use to anybody until there was a reason for one, so he would be driving them back down that parkway at midnight on two halves of lager.

He priced them as they came in. He had been quietly at it for weeks by then, in the queue at the tip and at the counter in the builders' merchant, and here at least it was some use to him. The two on the corner stools were about right for age, and one of them had a wedding ring, and they had not looked over once in an hour. He had got so he weighed the hands and the build and the cock a man would have on him under the table, and then worked out what that man would do to his wife with it, and neither of those two would have known where to start. The tall lad with the coat was far too young and would have made a meal of it. A party of six at the far end were somebody's leaving do, all women. A fella came out of the lifts wheeling a case and went briskly through to the desk without a glance at anything.

And Ruth sat there in her green dress with her hands round a gin and got looked at now and then, and mostly not at all.

That part had never once crossed his mind.

He had thought about another man taking her more times than he could count. He wanted one man in that place to look at his wife and decide plainly that he wanted his hands on her. It had gone half nine and nobody had.

Just after ten, two men stood along at the pumps waiting to be served, and the near one had a proper look at her. He took his time. He went slowly from her shoes up to her face and stayed there, and then he leaned over and said a thing to his mate, who turned round on the rail and had his own look.

The mate shrugged. He actually shrugged, and turned back to the pumps, and said something about the football.

A grown man had looked his wife over for four seconds, decided he did not want to fuck her, and gone back to his pint. David felt that go into him under the ribs, and under that he was half-hard about it, which made no sense to him at all.

Ruth had seen it. She put her glass down and pushed her hands down between her knees, and the red came up her neck and filled her face. She looked down at the cloth for a bit. Then she picked her drink back up.

"He's not interested," she said.

"He's had a look."

"He had, and then he went back to his pint, didn't he." She turned her glass a quarter round on the mat. "You don't have to soften it, David."

"I wasn't going to."

"Good." She drank some of her gin and set it down carefully.

He went to the bar for her at half ten, and when he came back she had turned her chair out another few degrees into the room, which nobody had asked her to do. Her knees were crossed round towards the bar and her tits were sat up high in the frock, and she kept her eyes on her own glass.

Two tables up sat a couple in their fifties, a plate of chips between them, hardly talking. The woman had been looking at Ruth on and off for twenty minutes. Then she looked at David, and then back at Ruth, and her face changed. Then she leaned in and said four words into her husband's ear, and after that neither of them looked over again.

She had it. She had got the lot off a dress and a chair turned the wrong way, and she had put it in a man's ear over a plate of chips. She knows. She's sat there with her chips going cold and she has worked out exactly what the woman in the green frock is sat out for, and that's my wife, and I've put her there.

His cock was harder over that than over anything else that night, sat at a table with his coat over the chair behind him. For some reason. He shifted himself and drank off half his lager, and he never told Ruth about the woman, and that was the one bit of the night he kept off her.

The big fella at the end of the bar had been on his own since about nine.

David had priced him early and put him in the no pile. He was forty-five or so, big through the chest and shoulders, going grey at the sides, in a jacket that had obviously cost money, with a name badge still stuck on the lapel of it and a pint he was in no hurry with. Somebody out of the do upstairs. Men who came down out of a do went back up to it. That was the reckoning, so David had moved on and left him where he sat. He had imagined the man's cock in his wife first, same as he did with everybody who came through that door, and then written him off anyway.

At twenty past eleven he picked his pint up off the bar and came the length of the room to their table.

"Sorry," he said, stopping short of it. "Can I ask you something, and you can tell me to clear off?"

"Go on."

"Are you two waiting on somebody, or are you looking for somebody?" He said it plainly, with no lean on it at all, and stood waiting with the pint in one hand. "Only I've been sat up there half an hour telling myself I've read it wrong."

David had a whole night's worth of nothing ready to say and none of it came. Ruth had gone very still beside him.

"Sit yourself down a minute," David said.

He put the pint down and pulled the chair out and sat, and the table felt a good deal smaller with him at it. He put one hand flat on the wood while he got settled and it was a heavy hand, wide across the back, an inch off Ruth's glass. His skin was very dark against the white cloth and against the gin and the ice in it. Ruth looked at the hand, then quickly up at the man's face, then down into her own lap, and did not get her chin back up for a few seconds. She was flushed to the ears when she finally got it up, and she had her thighs pressed hard together under the cloth.

That hand goes on her arse in a hotel room and she keeps her ring on while it happens. David sat with his cock stiffening in his trousers and could not get the picture back out of his head.

"Curtis," he said, and held the hand out.

"David. This is my wife, Ruth."

"Ruth." He took her hand as well, briefly, and let it go.

There was a second or two of nothing at all.

"You've read it right," David said. "She wants a man she's never met." He heard himself say it out loud to a stranger in a hotel bar, and there it was, and there was no getting it back in. "And I want to be sat in the room when it happens. That's what we're after. If it's not for you there's no hard feelings and we'll shift up and let you get back to your do."

Curtis nodded slowly and drank some of his pint, then set it down and turned it a little where it stood.

"It's a retirement do," he said. "Bloke I've hauled for since about ninety-eight. There's a buffet up there that's been sat out since seven, so I'm in no rush back." He looked at Ruth. "Can I ask you something, Ruth, rather than him?"

"You can."

"What is it you're after out of it?" He sat back and waited. "Only I've had it before where it's the fella's idea and she's just going along with it, and I'd sooner not."

Ruth put her glass down.

"It's mine," she said.

"Right." Curtis nodded at that.

"He does it because I want it." She said it quite calmly, and moved her glass round on its mat with one finger, and carried on. "I'd like a man who's never seen me before to want me enough to bother. That's all it is. There's nothing wrong at home."

"No, I can see that."

"Can you?"

"You've come out with him and you're sat next to him," Curtis said. He shrugged the one shoulder. "It's not complicated, love."

That was the first minute of it. He sat there with his lager and watched a man he had never met before that evening ask his wife a straight question and get a straight answer. Nobody had asked him for a thing. None of it had come through him.

He had another look at the hands while she was talking, and at the width of the man across the shoulders. Before she had finished answering he had those hands all over his wife's tits, and her ring on, and that voice going steadily on above her.

The rest of it took about four minutes and it was all logistics.

"I'll say what I'm like, and then you can think on it," Curtis said, sitting back. "I'd not want an hour of it. If it's happening I'd want the night. Get there of an evening, have a drink, eat something, and then everything else, and no clock-watching. I've had the hour and it's not worth anybody's diesel."

"That's fine by me."

"Second thing, I'm up at five most days. I run two wagons and I do my own driving on one of them, so I'll not stop over anywhere and I'll be no use to you Sunday through to Thursday." He looked at David. "And where are you while this is going on?"

"In the room."

"Right," Curtis said, and had another drink.

He is going to have her bare on a bed with me sat in the room and he has not asked me for one thing.

That was all of it. No question after it, and no bit of business with his eyebrows. He took it the same way he had taken everything else so far, and then he had a bit more of his pint. David could not for the life of him work out what he had wanted the man to say instead. He wanted the lamp on and this man fucking his wife with him in the chair, and the man had just taken that on over half a pint.

"There's a condition on it." David put his elbows on the table. "It's not here. Not this city and not ours. I'll book somewhere out of it and I'll pay for the room."

"That's your business, that. I've no objection." Curtis turned his pint round. "And I'd want it said that I'm not after anything else off either of you. I'll come, and I'll go home. I've a daughter of twenty-two and a house I like, and I'm not looking to be in anybody's marriage."

Ruth had been turning her ring round on her finger since the moment he sat down. Now she got it off and set it on the cloth by her glass, out of pure habit, and the three of them looked at it lying there.

Curtis did not say a word about it.

David reached over and picked it up. He took his lovely wife's hand off the table and put the ring back on her finger and pushed it firmly down to the knuckle with his thumb, and then he sat there holding her hand while the stranger he was going to give her to watched him do it.

"It stays on," he said. "She wears it. All the time she's with you, she wears it."

"That suits me," Curtis said.

"I'd rather have it on anyway," Ruth said.

She said it flatly, and picked her gin up and had a drink, and her hand shook on the glass. Curtis looked at her over the top of his own a moment longer than he had yet. He was working out what she would be like with nothing on, with her husband sat next to her, and David let him get on with it.

"Friday after next, then," he said. "I've a load going up to Aberdeen the back end of this week and I'll be no good to anybody till it's back. But I've the twentieth clear."

"That'll do us."

"Right." He got a pen out of his inside pocket, a cheap blue one off a wholesaler, and turned a beer mat over and wrote a mobile number on the back of it in big square figures. Then he pushed it across the cloth. Not to David. To Ruth. "That's me. Ring me nearer the time and tell me where I'm coming to."

"She rings you," David said.

"She's the one who'll want to or she won't." Curtis got up and pushed his chair back under the table properly, which nobody else in that bar had done all night. "Nice to have met the pair of you."

He shook David's hand firmly. Then he put two fingers briefly on Ruth's chair-back, not on her, and said, "I'll hear from you, then, Ruth," and went off up the room to the lifts with his pint still half full, back to a buffet that had been out since seven.

David watched him go and thought about the size of him, and about that being in his wife before the month was out, and he pressed his thumb hard into the edge of the table.

Ruth put the beer mat in her bag.

"Don't lose that," David said.

"I'm not likely to lose it."
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They were on the parkway by half twelve with the heater going and the wipers on the slow setting.

"He never asked what I did," Ruth said, out of about ten miles of nothing.

"No," David said.

"He never asked where we were from, or what you do, or whether we'd children." She had her hands in her coat pockets and her head back on the rest. "He asked me what I wanted, and then he told me when he was free."

"Does that bother you?"

"No," she said quietly.

She was quiet then until the lights at Ollerton, and then she said, in her ordinary voice, looking straight out of the windscreen, "I've not been able to think about anything but that man's hands," and David had to sit there and drive.

"What were you at, while he was sat there?"

"I was wet before he'd got his chair pulled out," Ruth said. "I've been sat in it ever since, if you want to know. It's gone through to my coat."

He got the car up to eighty on the empty bit past the turn and she never said a word about that either.

The house was cold. She put the immersion on the second they were through the door and stood in the kitchen with her coat still buttoned while it did its work, and then she went up and ran the bath so hot the mirror had gone by the time he came up behind her.

She got the dress off over her head and hung it carefully on the door. Then she got out of her tights and her knickers, standing on one leg with a hand on the sill, and got in, and hissed at the heat of it, and sat down into the water slowly with her arms crossed over herself.

David put the lid down and sat on it in his shirtsleeves.

Her tits sat above the water, wet and heavy, the nipples gone tight in the cold air off the window. Her hair had soaked at the ends and stuck along her collarbone. Her face and her chest and the tops of her arms had come up red as anything with the heat, and the water sat in a line across her belly, and her knees were up clear of it, and she had her heels flat on the enamel.

"Say what you're going to let him do," he said.

Ruth looked at the taps.

"David, honestly..."

"You said it in front of him easy enough."

"I said about six words in front of him."

"Then say the rest of it to me." He leaned forward with his forearms on his knees. "Put your hand on yourself and say it."

She did not argue about it. She got her right hand down under the water and put two fingers on her clit, and her knees came apart against the sides, and she shut her eyes for a second and then opened them again, because he had not told her she could shut them.

"He'll have me bare," she said.

"Go on."

"He'll not ask you, and he'll not ask me twice. He'll have me on the bed with my ring on and he'll take his time over it, because he's said he wants the night, and I'll let him do whatever he's got a mind to do." The water moved. Her hand was going slowly under it. "I'll suck his cock first. I want that done before you've even got your coat off."

"Where am I?"

"Sat down. Where you always are." She swallowed. "And he'll not once look over at you before he puts his cock in me."

"And what does he do to you?"

"He fucks me," Ruth said, and got her knees wider apart. "He gets his cock in me and he fucks me till I've nothing left in me, and he does it slowly, because he's not on anybody's clock. And when I'm past caring who's watching he'll finish up inside me, because that's what I'm for that night."

"Stop."

She stopped dead. Her hand came up and gripped the rim, and she made a noise in her throat that was mostly temper.

"Go on. After."

"After that," Ruth said, and her hand kept going under the water, "he has a drink of his tea and gets his coat on, because he's up at five. And I'll be laid there on a bed I've never slept in, in a state, and he'll say goodnight to the pair of us like he's been round to look at a boiler."

"Hand back on."

Her hand went back on. Her hips came up off the enamel and the water went over the side onto the mat and nobody did anything about it. Her mouth had come open and stayed open.

"Say what you want out of it. All of it."

"I want a man who doesn't need you there for it," Ruth said. "I want him to use me like you're not sat in that room at all, and then I want to put my clothes back on over the mess he's made of me and come home with you." She had her head back on the rim and her throat right out. "That's the whole of it, and I'll not dress it up any nicer for you, so don't ask me to."

"Stop."

"No. Please, not again, I can't," she breathed.

"Stop. Hand off."

She took her hand away and her whole body shook once. She lay there in the hot water with her chest going and her eyes wet at the corners, and she was as far gone as he had ever seen her without being touched.

His own cock had been up hard against his flies a good ten minutes and he had not gone near it.

He stood up and got hold of her under the arms and had her out of the water. She came up with the water pouring off her, her tits swinging heavy and wet as she came over the side and her feet skidding on the tiles, and he got her down onto the mat on her front with a towel shoved under her hips. She was slippy and hot everywhere he took hold of her. He had his belt undone and his cock out with his knees either side of her thighs, and he put it against her cunt and pushed into her from behind, holding her down on the mat with his other hand. She was so wet he went the whole way in at the first go, and she cried out into the crook of her own arm.

"Get your hand under you."

She got it under her. He fucked her hard on the bathroom floor with the water still steaming beside them and her ring hand braced against the pedestal of the basin. Her arse was up and gone red where he had hold of it, and it was wet enough between her legs that he could hear it plainly every time he went in. She was working her clit under herself the whole while.

"Once more," he said. "What he'll do."

"He'll fuck me and then he'll go home," Ruth said into the mat, "and you'll have to have me after him, with his cum still up me."

She came before he did, twice, the second one about four strokes after the first, with her forehead down on the wet mat and her voice going up off the tiles at both of them. He kept going right through it and finished in her with his fist in her hair, and stayed in her while it went out of him.

They stayed on the floor a bit. The tap was still dripping.

"There's a towel gone in the water," she said.

"Leave it."

"It'll be sodden."

"Ruth. Leave the towel."

She laughed, once, with her face on the mat.

He got her into bed and killed the landing light, and lay there in the dark with his hand flat on her belly and his own heart still up.

"Are you asleep?"

"Nearly."

"That fella tonight," David said. "If I'd said the word in that bar and sent you up in that lift with him, and stopped down there with my pint. Would you have gone up?"

"Yes," Ruth said.
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Curtis had the carvery. Beef and turkey both, four roast potatoes, and he got through it steadily as he talked, with his jacket over the chair and his shirtsleeves pushed up off his wrists.

"They've had that stretch of the A1 down to one lane since October," he said, reaching over for the salt without breaking off. "Which suits me, because everybody else comes off at Blyth now and I've got the road to myself after nine. But you'll not get a load out of Wakefield before ten on a Friday. Not any more you won't."

"We came down that way tonight," David said, shifting his glass off the mat. "Stop-start the whole run from Blyth."

"You would be. And you will be till October, and then they'll shut something else."

Ruth ate about a third of hers. The hotel was a big brick place off the roundabout at the top of Doncaster, out of his city and well out of theirs, with a carvery on the front and a car park that went round three sides. David had booked the room on the Monday and paid for it over the phone. He had carried the bags up at six and come back down with the key card in his coat, and it had sat in there the whole meal, and she had known exactly where it was the entire time.

She had rung the number herself on the Tuesday. Stood in the hall kitchen with the door pushed to and the urn ticking behind her, and Curtis had answered on the fourth ring with an engine going somewhere round him. She got out about eleven words. He said right, love, the twentieth. Forty seconds, near enough. She had stood there afterwards with the phone still in her hand and her cunt aching and her heart going like she had come up the field at a run.

"And what is it you do, Ruth?" he said now.

"I'm on the committee at our village hall," she said, putting her knife and fork carefully together. "We've had the kitchen done over and there's a supper at the end of March to open it. So at the minute it's meat orders and tickets and men not turning up."

"How many are you doing?"

"A hundred and twenty."

"That's not a supper, that's a job." He had a proper drink of his pint. "My lass did a christening do at her fella's mam's club. Sixty of them, and she ended up crying in the car park by nine. You want somebody stood on that door taking the money off them as they come in, or you'll do a hundred and twenty dinners and take sixty."

"That's what I keep saying."

"It's Nadine," he said to David, by way of explaining who he meant. "Twenty-two. She's got a flat in Hillsborough with a lad who does something with computers, and I've stopped asking what."

David laughed at that, properly, and Ruth sat and watched the two of them get on, her husband and the man who'd be having her within the hour, and it went straight down through her.

She had her legs crossed under the cloth and she was soaked through. She had been soaked since the roundabout. Every time the man reached for the salt she looked at his hands, and could not stop herself doing it. He caught her at it more than once and carried on eating quite happily. There was a throb going low down in her that had not let up since they sat down.

The waitress cleared and asked if they wanted the sweet menu. Curtis said not for him, thanks, love. Ruth said no as well, and her voice came out wrong on it.

David paid for all three at the till by the door while Curtis stood with his overcoat on his arm, saying he would get the one after, knowing full well there was not going to be a next one of that kind. Then the three of them went out through the lobby together, past a lad on the desk who never lifted his head, and got in the lift.

Curtis stood at the back with his hands in his coat pockets. David pressed the button. Nobody said a word for four floors, and Ruth stood in a plain black dress her husband had bought her the Saturday after he ruined the green one, with both men behind her and her pulse going in her ears. Her nipples had stood up under the dress and she knew quite well they showed.

In an hour that man is going to have his cock in me and David is going to sit and watch him do it.
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The room had two beds pushed together to make a big one, with the join running down the middle of it, and a kettle on a tray, and a chair by the wardrobe. Ruth had looked at that join at six o'clock and known it would be under somebody all night.

She went in the bathroom and shut the door and sat on the rim of the bath a minute. Her face in the mirror had flushed up red across the cheekbones and down her throat. She did nothing at all to her hair. On the drive up she had thought there would be a bit at the start where everybody sat about having a cup of tea and worked round to it slowly. She had been dreading that part worse than any of the rest. She had no earthly idea what a woman is supposed to say.

When she came out, David was stood by the window with his coat off and Curtis had his hand resting on the chair back.

"Right," David said.

He came over and took her face in his two hands and looked at her. Then he kissed her once, briefly, on the mouth.

"You look beautiful," he said. "Go on."

She had no chance to answer him. Curtis had stepped in behind her while David was still stood there facing her, and he took hold of her hip.

"Has that dress got a fastening on it," he said, "or does it come off over your head?"

"It's a zip. At the side."

"Right you are." He found the zip and took it down slowly, the whole way to her hip. "Arms up for me, then."

He got the dress off her over her head, one arm at a time, and laid it over the arm of the chair instead of dropping it. That was the first thing that properly undid her, that he had bothered about the frock at all.

She stood in her bra and her knickers and her stockings with her arms still half up and no notion what to do with them.

"Turn yourself round."

She turned round obediently. He undid the bra and pulled it off her and dropped it, and reached round from behind and got both her tits in his hands at once, and she gasped out loud before she could get any sort of grip on herself. He weighed them. He rolled her nipples slowly between his fingers until they stood up hard. Then he pulled her back against him and got his mouth on her neck. She had all of him against her spine, and his cock through his trousers against her arse, and she pushed back onto it without deciding to.

"Do you want a drink first, or shall we get on?"

"I want to get on."

"Right." He got his shirt off over his head without bothering with the last few buttons and dropped it where he stood. "Tell me now if there's owt you don't do. I'd sooner hear it now than in an hour."

"There isn't."

"There's always something."

"Not tonight there isn't."

He looked at her a second. Then he laughed at that, low in his chest. He got a hand behind her head and pulled her into a hard kiss, and she came up off her heels into it.

He was heavy through the chest and the shoulders. There was a gut on him with grey coming through the hair on it, and his arms were thick and soft on top and hard underneath. His hands went all over her without hurrying anywhere. David was sat in the chair behind her.

She looked over for the nod. She had done it every time for two years and her neck did it now before she could think. It was a habit, like putting the landing light off on her way up.

David sat with his elbows on his knees, watching her. There was nothing there for him to do. Curtis had not looked over at him once since the door shut.

Then Curtis got her knickers down her legs and put two fingers straight up her, standing, and she stopped thinking about the chair altogether.

"You're soaking."

"I've been like it all bloody day."

"Since when, then?"

"Since we pulled up outside, if you want the truth of it." She had both hands round his forearm. "Before that, if I'm honest with you."

He worked the two fingers in her with his thumb sat firmly on her clit. She stood in a hotel room in her stockings, in front of a man who had been eating a carvery an hour before, and her knees went.

She knelt on the carpet at his feet, undid his belt herself, and got his trousers and his shorts down. Then she looked at him properly, with a hand on each of his thighs. His cock was thick and heavy and stood a bit short of straight up, and it was darker at the head than the rest of him. Her hand looked very white going round it. Her wedding ring sat there against him where both men could see it.

"Go on, then," he said.

"I've thought about nothing else all week," she said, with her mouth an inch off it. "Your cock in me. That's the whole of what's been in my head."

"Get it in your mouth, then, and don't be shy with it."

She put her mouth on him. She was not clever about it and had no wish to be. She took as much of his cock as she could get, came off it wet, went straight back down. She spat on him and used her fist on the spit. Her other hand went up under his balls and stayed there. Once she gagged, and carried on regardless. Above her he breathed out hard through his nose. He kept a hand on her head. He never pushed her once.

Her husband was sat where he could see every bit of another man's cock going in and out of her mouth.

When Curtis had had enough of that he took a fistful of her hair and moved her off him, and she came up gasping, her mouth open, a string of it still on her chin.

"Get on the bed," he said, hauling her up onto her feet by the arm. "I'm going to make you cum on my mouth first, and then I'll fuck you."

"Yes."

"You'll not talk me out of either, mind."

"I'm not going to."

She climbed up onto it. Curtis came over her on his hands, got her legs open with his knee, and put his mouth on her cunt. Ruth got a fistful of the bedding in her hand and shut her eyes. He stayed down there a long while. Nothing gentle about it, no rush in it either. Twice he stopped altogether to look up the length of her, and both times she got a hand into his hair to hold him where he was.

"Don't stop. Please don't stop now."

"You'll get it."

"I want to cum on your mouth. Don't you dare bloody stop."

The room was loud with it. She could hear his mouth working on her, and his two fingers going in and out, and by then she was long past minding who else heard any of it. She moaned into her own hand for a bit, then gave that up as well. When she came it went up through her belly and out. Both heels went flat on the mattress. She pushed herself into his face and shook, and the noise that came out was one she had never made in her own house.

She was still going when he got up on his knees and pushed his cock into her, bare, with no leading up to it, and nobody in that room asked anybody for anything.

Ruth's whole back came off the bed.

He slid a hand under her arse, lifted her, and went all the way in, and stopped there a moment while she took it. She groaned into his neck, loudly. Then he started to fuck her. It was slow. She had not expected that of him. He had her by the hips and worked into her steadily, the same pace, over and over. The bed shifted an inch on the carpet and stayed put. Every so often he came down onto his forearms to kiss her neck, without breaking the rhythm at all.

Her ring hand had hold of his arm. It lay there against him, going with him.

"You're all right," he said, close to her ear. "You're doing grand. I'm turning you over in a bit."

"Yes."

"Not yet, though."

"Ruth," David said, from the chair. "Tell him what you told me on Wed…"

She never heard the end of it. Curtis had already taken her hip and rolled her over onto her front. Whatever else her husband was saying carried on somewhere behind her. She went where she was put.

He shoved a pillow under her belly, pulled her knees up under her, and went into her from behind, and nothing about it was careful now. One hand gripping the back of her neck, the other spread over her arse, and he fucked her properly. She got her hands up against the headboard and took it.

"Say if you want it harder."

"Harder, then. Fuck me properly."

"That's it. That's better."

"Don't stop, then. Don't stop doing that."

"I'll stop when I want to."

"Don't be careful with me," she said into the bedding, and got her knees further apart for him. "I don't want you careful. I want it like you'd have it if he wasn't sat in this room."

He did not answer that. He gathered her hair at the back, wound it once round his fist and lifted her head up off the bed, and gave it to her hard enough she had to brace on both arms. The headboard went into the wall. She was saying things all the way through that she would not have been able to write down after. Now and then his hand came off her arse and landed back on it, not hard, and she shoved onto him openly for more of that as well.

"You've a wet cunt on you, Ruth."

"I know I have."

"You'll take it, though. Won't you?"

"I'll take whatever you want to give me."

"I'm going to cum in you before I've done," he said, plainly, the same as he had said anything else that evening. "Twice, probably."

"Do it in front of him."

He fucked her until she came again, and this one took her sideways. She went rigid and she went silent, mouth open and nothing at all coming out of it. Then her arms gave entirely and she dropped onto her face, with him still working into her.

"There she is."

"Don't take it out," she said, and reached back blindly for his hip. "Finish in me. I want your cum in me."

"You'll get that an' all."

He gripped her hips hard and came, and she felt every bit of that happen. She pushed onto him and held there while it did. Afterwards she stayed as she was, cheek down, arse still up, breathing. When he came out of her his cum ran down the inside of her thigh, and there was a wet patch of it on the bedding under her hip, and she did not move to do a thing about either.

She turned her head. Lying like that she could not see her husband at all. It came to her that she had stopped listening for whether he was still in the chair a good while back.

Curtis got up and drank two glasses of water at the little sink in the corner, one straight after the other, stood there with nothing on. He filled it a third time and brought it over to her. Ruth sat up with the covers nowhere near her and drank the lot.

"Is that yours out the front? The estate?" he said to David, sitting himself down at the foot of it. "You want to go back down the way you came in, then, and not out the top end. There's a low bridge on that lane and it's not signed till you're stood at it."

"Right. Thanks."

"I've had a wagon of mine sat there an hour and a half."

They talked for about four minutes. The bridge, then a haulage firm out at Goole that had gone under owing everybody money, then somebody's brother-in-law who had bought a wagon at auction and regretted it before he got it home. Ruth sat in the middle of that bed with cum drying all down her thighs and her hair stuck to her face, listening quietly to two men being pleasant to one another. Curtis had his hand resting on her ankle the whole time he was saying it, and he never took it off, and he talked to her husband about a bridge with it lying there.

Her face flushed up again, up her throat and into her cheeks. She got wet on top of everything already on her, and she sat quite still and let it happen.

He'll go home at half eleven and I'll still be leaking him in the car.

"Right," Curtis said. He set the empty glass on the floor and turned round to her. "Come here to me."

The next one went on the best part of an hour.

He had her on top of him. She held his cock up, sat down on it, and stayed put a minute because there was no help for it. Her clit was throbbing against him before she had moved an inch. From up there she could see herself sat on him, her thighs pale either side of his, her hands spread white on his chest, and the ring still on her finger. Then she started to work herself on him. He put his hands behind his head and left her to it, and that was honestly all he did. He lay there watching her face as she rode him, and whenever she got a rhythm going and started chasing it he caught her hips and stopped her dead. He held her still until she moaned. Then he turned her loose again.

He did that three times. Nobody had ever done that to her but David.

"Will you let me?"

"In a minute."

"I'm not asking you in a minute."

"I know you're not, love."

"Let me cum on your cock again. Please. I'll not ask you nicely again."

"You will do. Ask me again in a bit."

In the end she got her own hand down between them and worked her clit roughly with two fingers while she rode his cock, and he let her have it then. She came sat straight up, both palms flat on his chest, her tits going, and she heard herself telling a man she had met the once that she was his, out loud, with her husband in the chair behind her.

Afterwards he rolled her onto her side, moved in behind her, and took his time over the last of it. She lay with her leg hooked back over his and his arm heavy across her ribs, and the join in the beds under her hip, and let him use her. Her eyes were open the whole while. She was looking straight at the chair by the wardrobe, where her husband sat with his sleeves rolled up, watching another man finish inside his wife for the second time that night. She held his eye and never stopped.

"There," Curtis said, into her shoulder.

Nobody said anything for a bit after that.

He got dressed with no more fuss than he had got undressed. He had another glass of water, rinsed the glass, and stood it upside down by the tap. His watch went on last.

"Half eleven," he said, turning his wrist over to see it. "That's me, then. I've a five o'clock start."

"There's tea in the tray, if you want one," David said.

"I'd never sleep." He picked his jacket off the chair, put it on, and pulled his cuffs down out of the sleeves. Then he came round to Ruth's side. She was sat up with a sheet over her legs at last. He put two fingers under her chin, tipped her face up, and kissed her slowly on the mouth, with her husband sat watching.

"Ruth," he said. "You've got my number."

"I have."

"Well. Use it or don't." He straightened up. "Either's all right by me."

He shook David's hand at the door, thanked him for the dinner, said it again about the low bridge, and told them to mind themselves at the roundabout, because the filter light was up the spout. Then the door went, and the bar of light off the corridor went with it. She heard him going away down the carpet towards the lift, and that was that.

There was traffic on the ring road. Somebody two rooms along had a telly on quietly.
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David pulled his shirt off and came to bed and laid his arm over her. She turned round into him. After a while he came up over her. She opened her legs and put her hands on his back.

"There's his cum still in me," she said, flatly, into his shoulder.

"I know there is."

She was kind about it. She heard herself saying the right things at the right times, and she kissed him, and she held on to him, and she was somewhere else entirely from start to finish. She had nothing left in her to give him. He finished. She rubbed her palm slowly up and down between his shoulder blades while his breathing came back, and then he moved off her and lay on his back.

"Ruth."

"Mm."

"What was it like?"

She lay and looked at the ceiling. There was a strip of light along it off the car park.

"It was good," she said.

He waited. She could feel him waiting.

"That's all you're getting tonight, love," she said, turning over onto her side away from him. "I'm not being funny with you. There's nothing up there to tell you yet."

"Right."

"Ask me in the week."

He put the light out. She was asleep inside two minutes and never dreamed about a single thing.
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In the morning her back ached and her thighs ached and there was a place low down inside her that let her know about it every time she moved. She stood still under the shower a long while. She did her face at a steamed-up mirror and pulled her jeans on slowly, and she had to sit down on the end of the bed to get her socks.

David carried the bags down. They had toast in the room off the lobby, and the same lad was sat on the desk, and it was raining steadily on the roundabout.

David unlocked the car and got in.

Ruth stood a second with her hand on the passenger door. Then she opened the back one instead and climbed in carefully, sideways, with her feet still out on the tarmac before she brought them in after her.

"I'll sit in the back," she said, pulling the door to. "I'm not right yet."

David looked at her in the mirror a moment. Then he started the car.
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"We've a double at seventy-nine on the Friday," the woman said, "or eighty-nine if you want the breakfast putting in it. And what date was you after?"

David had the phone against his ear and a biro out of his top pocket and nothing at all to put down with it.

"I'll have to come back to you on that."

"You're all right, love. We'll not be full that far out." Paper went over behind her, and a door banged. "Ask for Michelle when you ring."

He sat in the car in the yard at the back of the office with the engine off. His dinner was still in its bag on the passenger seat. That was the third place he had tried since Monday and they all had rooms going spare. They would all have taken his money cheerfully enough and put another man in a bed with his wife by Friday teatime. Rooms were not the difficulty.

He turned a delivery note over on his knee and worked the last one out properly, because he had been running it in his head since Sunday and it was better down on paper. Seventy-four pound for the room. Three carveries at eight ninety-five, and no sweet for anybody. Two pints, a gin and a lime and soda. The second round the man had gone up and got himself and would not be told any different. Fuel there and back, call it fourteen.

A hundred and thirty-seven pound and change.

They had sat down at six. The door had gone at half eleven.

Twenty-five pound an hour, then. That was the going rate for a man he had shaken hands with once to eat a full dinner in front of him and then put his cock in David's wife for as long as he felt like it. Twice, bare, and then be decent about the low bridge on his way out.

He'll be up at five tomorrow with a load on and he'll not think about her once.

There was a noise she had made on that bed, quite late on, with the man's cock right up in her and her face pushed into the covers. A low one, and it got out of her before she could shut it in. David had never once had that out of her in his own bedroom. It came and went in about two seconds. He had been chasing it round his head ever since.

David sat in his own car in a works yard with a biro in his hand and went hard over a column of figures. He should have minded the money. He did not mind it one bit. Then he tore the delivery note up small and pushed it right down into the door pocket, because he was not having that sat about in a coat.
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Ted Naylor came in at two with his year in a bread bag.

"Now then," he said, setting it down on the corner of the desk, where it slumped and spread out. "I've done it proper this time. There's an elastic band round the fuel."

"There is an' all."

"I said I would." He got his cap off and sat himself down without waiting to be asked, which he had been doing quite happily for nine years. "You'll find a fair bit of chain in there. I've bought that much of it this last year I ought to have took shares out."

"What are you doing with it?"

"Saws." Ted leaned back and got both hands round the arms of the chair. "It's the lads. They'll not sharpen. They'd sooner have a new one off me than sit twenty minutes with a file, and I can't stand over them all day, so I've stopped saying owt and I just buy it."

David got the bag open and started straightening the tills out flat on the blotter. Some of them had been through a wash and dried in clumps, and he tore those apart carefully. Ted's year was a job he could do without looking down, and he had been doing it since before the lad was on the mowers. The fuel went into its own pile. He thought steadily about another man's cock going into his wife the whole time he did it. There were two petrol receipts from a place at Tuxford stapled to a Chinese takeaway. He unstapled them quickly and dropped the takeaway back in the bag.

"How's the little lad?"

"Big lad now. He's on the mowers." Ted watched him work quietly for a bit. "You want to see him with a deck off. He's quicker than his dad and he's not as careful, and I've told him which of them two matters."

"And what did he say to that?"

"He said nowt. He's fifteen," Ted chuckled, and looked out of the window at the yard. "Are you all right? You look like you've been up."

"I'm grand," David muttered.

She had her hand up under his balls and she gagged on him and went straight back down for more.

"You want to get your feet up of a night," Ted said. "It comes for you, this time of year."

David sat still at his own desk with a hard-on in his work trousers, and waited for it to go off him. Then he stacked the tills up, put the elastic band round the whole lot, and told him it would be with him by the end of the month, same as always. Ted said same as always, and put his cap on at the door.

Sandra came round at half three with a card and an envelope for a lad on the top floor who was going to a firm in Lincoln. David slid a fiver in and signed the card exactly where she pointed. He could not have told anybody the lad's second name. That was the fourth envelope since Christmas, and he minded the fiver.
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The kitchen chair had a cushion on it off the front room suite. It had been there since Sunday and neither of them had passed a remark about it.

Ruth was on the phone to Enderby's when he came in. She had the cord pulled its full length over to the table so she could get at her list, and she was standing up to do it. Her old jeans were tight over her arse, and every time she leaned in over the paper the jumper rode up off the small of her back and her tits pushed against the edge of the table.

"Thirty pound, yes. And it wants to be off the shoulder, Bill, not off anything else… I know you would. I'm only saying it because Malcolm did it to us at the harvest and it come to the table like a bit of rope." She got herself down onto the cushion carefully, one hand gripping the table edge, and never let a bit of it into her voice. "Half seven on the Saturday, then. And you'll get your mention on the sheet."

She hung the phone back on the wall and wrote a figure neatly in the column.

Four days and she still can't sit down square on her own kitchen chair.

David hung his coat up one-handed and stood there with his cock aching, watching her work.

"Your tea's in the bottom oven."

"How's your back?"

"It's not my back." She said it without lifting her head off the list. "Get it while it's hot, it's been in there since six."

He ate it at the table across from her while she worked. He had nothing in that room to look at except his wife doing the sums for a hundred and twenty dinners. Her hair was pinned up out of the way. She had the same jumper on she had worn all week, no lipstick, a biro mark on her thumb. She was sat on a cushion because a stranger had fucked her sore in Doncaster on Friday.

He had been watching her all week to see what it had done to her. It had done nothing to her at all.

"Have you rung him?"

Ruth put the biro down slowly.

"No," she said.

"Right."

"There's nothing to ring him about, David." She said it plainly, and picked the biro straight back up. "He'll want a night and a place to come to. I'm not ringing that man to tell him I've thought about him a lot."

"Have you, though?"

"Don't be daft." She wrote a figure and underlined it firmly. "I've hardly had a thought about owt else but his cock since Friday."

The beer mat had come out of her handbag some time in the week. He had found it in the tin on the dresser where the stamps and the spare fuses live, set on its edge at the front where a hand would come straight to it. He had put the lid back exactly as it was and got his stamp and said nothing.

He could have lifted that mat out and rung the man himself in four seconds flat. It was an arm’s reach from where he was sat eating his tea. It might as well have been in Sheffield.

One phone call off her and she'd be getting fucked in a hotel room this weekend with me sat in the chair.
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He gave it proper thought over the rest of the week, the same as he would have given it to any other job that had to be got done.

A night out was a Friday or a Saturday. The man was up at five and no use midweek, and he would not stop over anywhere in any case. That took it down to nine nights between now and the supper. Ruth's list had five of them written on already in her own hand. The tickets going out, the two committee nights, the Saturday Dawn was coming to do the raffle prizes, and the Friday before the do when the tables wanted setting. Four left.

Then there was the money. One night of it was easy enough. Every four weeks of it was not, and he was the one who did the bank statement in this house.

Then there was the being away. A night in a hotel an hour off meant an evening and a morning that nobody round here could account for, and round here accounts for everything. Jean rang on a Sunday. Dawn was in and out of that kitchen twice a week. Karen Ackroyd would have the pair of them missing off a Saturday before dinnertime and would say so to somebody.

He sat with the diary on the Wednesday and wrote 20th? on the corner of the paper. Then he put a line neatly through it, because on the twentieth the meat men were coming and Jean was doing the flowers.

Three nights. Each of them wanted a story, a room and eighty-odd pound. And none of it could start moving until Ruth picked that mat out of the tin, rang the man up and asked him to come and fuck her again.

He was hard by the time he put the diary back on the shelf.
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On the Thursday she was in bed before him with the lamp on and a library book she had been on the same page of for three nights.

David got in beside her and lay quietly on his back.

"You said ask you in the week."

"I did." Ruth shut the book and put it down on the floor. "Go on, then."

"What was it like?"

She got the covers up over her shoulder and took her time over it, and he let her have as long as she wanted. Then she rolled onto her side facing him, and his sore wife told him, in the voice she used on the butcher.

"It wasn't the size of him," she said. "I know that's the bit you want and it honestly wasn't. He's big and he's made a mess of me and I've felt him every day since. But that's not it."

"What is it, then?"

"He'd have had me if I'd been ten years older and two stone heavier." She had both hands up under the pillow. "There was nothing I did that earned it. I never made him laugh, I never said one clever thing all night, and I'd nothing on underneath that a man would look twice at once it was off. He'd looked at me across a bar and made his mind up, and there wasn't one thing I could do after that to make him want it more or want it less."

"And that's what does it for you."

"That's the whole of what does it for me." She got herself further down under the covers. "He never said a word about how I looked. Not once, all night. He told me I was doing grand while he had his cock in me, like I was carrying a tray in."

David lay still and looked at the ceiling.

"And you were sat right there and it made no odds to him at all," she said quietly. "It made no odds to me either, and that's the one I keep coming back to. I'd have said yes to anything in that room. If he'd put me on my hands and knees on that carpet and fucked me there in front of you, I'd have gone down on the carpet."

"Say the rest of it."

"There is no rest of it, love." She got her hand out from under the pillow and laid it on his chest. "I've been round that hall all week with my hair up doing a meat order, and not one of them knows he emptied himself in me twice and then sent me home to you. I want it doing again. And I don't want it doing any nicer, either."

David's cock was up hard under the covers and stayed that way.

"Ruth."

"I told him I was his." She said that evenly, straight at him in the dark. "You'll have heard me say it."

"I heard you."

"I know you did."

She lay a minute more with her hand where it was. Then she took it back, turned over and calmly put the lamp out, and inside ten minutes she was asleep, breathing slowly and easily beside him.
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He got up about half one and went down.

He stood in the kitchen with the light off and filled the kettle right up and never put it on. The list was out on the table with the biro on it. The tin was on the dresser with the stamps in it and the fuses and the mat stood up against the side.

Then he got his boots on over his pyjama bottoms, and his coat over the top of that, and went out the front.

The frost had come down hard. The whole lane had gone white with it, the verges and the hedge and the roof of the car. Stars were out over the field. The lamp at the top end threw as far as the postbox and stopped, and past that it was black the whole way down to the field gate. The lane was empty both ways. There was a wagon going along the main road half a mile off, and that was the only sound in it.

Sheffield to their gate was an hour and ten. He had driven it twice now.

A man on the road at five would not want a hotel, or a Saturday, or a story about where anybody had got to, because he would not be stopping anywhere. He would come, and he would go home. There would be no room to pay for. The room was in this house.

He could have her on that front room floor on a Thursday and be back in his own bed by midnight.

There was a gateway into Sutton's field forty yards down, hard standing off the road where the muck lorries turn. The lamp did not reach it, and there was not a window at that end that looked on it.

David stood in the frost in his boots and his coat and worked out exactly where he would have the man put the van.
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The crates came off the tail lift four at a time and the lad wheeling them in would not put them down anywhere but the floor.

"It's the floor or it's the van," he said, backing the sack truck through the double doors with his shoulder. "I had a stack go off a table at Ranby and paid for the lot myself. So don't ask me, love."

"Nobody's asking you."

"They generally do."

Plates and side plates, cups and saucers, and the glasses in cardboard so they came in heavier than the china. Enough for the room and a dozen spare, and she paid the hire on the spares either way. He built it up neatly along the wall under the hatch. Then he got his docket out.

"Coyle," he read off it, and turned the sheet round on the top crate. "That's Mrs, is it? It wants to match the booking or they'll not have it back off me."

"Mrs Coyle. That's me."

He gave her the biro out of his top pocket, warm off him, and had a good look down the front of her coat while she signed. R. Coyle, neatly, on the line where his thumb was. Her nipples came up hard under her jumper over a lad of twenty-odd with a sack truck, and she carried on writing. She had signed it for the paint, and the lino, and the men who hauled the old range out in November. Every one of them had got back in the van and forgotten her before they were out of the car park.

Mrs Coyle, who does the teas and has a key to every door in this building. Mrs Coyle who got fucked bare on a hotel bed at Doncaster with her husband sat in the chair watching a stranger do it.

A shiver went straight through her, stood in her own kitchen with the man's biro still in her hand. Nothing that morning had brought it on. It had been coming and going like that since the Friday. In the post office queue. On the stairs at home with an armful of washing. It arrived on its own and took its time going off her again.

"That's you, then," the lad said, tearing her copy off. "Somebody wants to count them before Saturday. They're not always a hundred per cent."

Ryan had let himself in some time before eight. She knew because the kitchen door was off its hinges and stood up on two chairs, with a plane going along the bottom edge of it and a curl of pine on the lino by his boot. He still had the key off the refit. Nobody had ever asked him for it back.

"Your floor's up worse than I thought," he said, running his thumb slowly along the edge. "I'm taking three quarters of an inch off this and you'll get a gap under it."

"Will it draw?"

"It'll draw a bit. It's a kitchen." He blew the shavings off. "It wants to draw. You'll thank me in July with four urns going and no window open."

"Two urns."

"Four by July," Ryan said.

He got back on the door and the plane started up again behind her, over and over, the length of the edge. She stood counting saucers out of straw with another man's hands in her head.

He got the socket done on the back wall before dinner and had the plate off to show her the wiring, as though she was going to have an opinion on it. She told him it was grand.

Sean had brought the second urn back over the weekend. It stood upside down on the draining board with the element beside it in a sandwich bag, and a bit of card saying it wanted a new washer and he had one coming. She put them both up on the shelf and filled the near one. It ticked and knocked steadily the whole way up to the boil, same as it always had, and she stood at the deep sink with her arms in hot water to the elbow and let it.

Twice that morning she had put both palms flat on the stainless and stood there thinking about his cock going into her, and both times she had made herself carry on and count what was on the crate.

Ken Sutton put his head round the hatch at half ten with his cap off and screwed up in one fist.

"Mrs Coyle. That gully at the back's away again."

"I'll get it on the list, Ken."

"It's been on that list since the fair," he grumbled, and went off telling her about the fall on the pipe.

Karen Ackroyd came in behind him with two of her pies and stood a good while with her hands on her hips, looking proudly down the stainless.

"You'd not know it was the same building," she said. "Our new kitchen. I've said it to everybody."

Ruth thanked her for them and stood them in the freezer. She minded that our, and she would be minding it again on the night.

Karen stopped another twenty minutes over the guttering. Ruth listened politely to the whole of it with a wet patch on her knickers she had been carrying about since half nine, and a low ache going on under it, and shifted her weight from one foot to the other the whole time Karen was talking.
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Her mother came at half eleven with a carrier bag over her arm and her coat still buttoned.

"Don't let me stop you, you're up to your eyes." Jean set the bag on the end of the worktop and unhooked the handles off her wrist. "I've brought you these and then I'm away."

There were four of them, folded and pressed and gone yellow along the creases, and heavy when Ruth lifted the top one out. Damask, with a pattern of leaves woven into it that only showed properly when you turned it to the light.

"They're never Grandma's."

"They are. She had them on the top table at her own golden wedding, in this hall, and there was ninety in that night and it rained the whole way through." Jean turned a corner over carefully and showed her the laundry mark. "They've sat in my airing cupboard since I moved. I'd sooner they were out on a table than folded up in the dark, and there's only you to have them."

"Mum."

"Well." She patted the stack flat with the back of her hand. "That's all I'll say about it. They'll want damping and pressing, they've been folded that long. And don't let anybody near them with a candle."

"I'll do them at home."

"I'd do them here. You've a bigger board." She had a slow look all round the kitchen. "I've told Marjorie you'll say the thank-yous."

Ruth put it back down carefully on the pile.

"I'd not planned on saying anything."

"Somebody's got to. You raised it, you did the letters, you sat in that cold hall two winters running with a clipboard." Jean got her gloves out of her pocket and started briskly working them on. "And it'll not be Ken Sutton stood up telling them all about the drains."

"All right."

"It doesn't want to be long, love. Thank the committee, thank the ones who gave, and sit down. Two minutes."

"Two minutes," Ruth said.

"I'd like them used while I'm still about to see it. That's the whole of it." She said it lightly, doing up the second glove. "I'm not being maudlin at you."

"You're not."

"Good." Jean got the bag back up onto her arm. "Half seven Saturday for the meat, isn't it. I'll be up at yours at six if you want a hand, and you'll say no, and I'll come anyway."

She went off up the hall, her heel catching on the new lino at the join, and out through the double doors into the cold. Ruth stood there holding her grandmother's tablecloth in both hands, and it was a good while before she finally moved.

My mother has just put her own mother's linen in my arms, and what's in my head is another man's cock going into me on a hotel bed with my ring on.

Then she carried the pile up to the top cupboard, on the shelf above the doilies where nothing would get at it. The door still stuck, so she pushed it firmly to twice. Then she got back to the sink.
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Dawn came at one with a carrier of tea towels she had done in her own machine, and had her sleeves rolled inside a minute.

"Well then," she said, running the second sink. "How many of these are we doing?"

"All of them."

"They send them clean, though."

"They send them washed," Ruth said. "That's not clean, that."

They got a system going, Ruth washing and Dawn on the towels. It went quickly at first and then it stopped going quickly at all, because there were an awful lot of them. Dawn talked about Marlon's back, and about a woman at her work who had gone to Tenerife for a week and come home engaged to a man from Hull. Then about the raffle.

"A hamper's a nice thing," Ruth said.

"A hamper's a bin bag with a bow on it," Dawn laughed. "Bill'll give us a meat voucher if you ask him nicely." She stood a plate up in the rack. "You're very quiet with me today."

Ruth put her hands back down in the water.

"Dawn. I'm going to tell you a thing, and you're to hear all of it before you start."

"Oh, hell," Dawn groaned.

"You'll want to put that down."

Dawn laid it on the edge of the sink. She turned round with her back against it and folded her arms, and she waited, which was not like her.

"When I told you it was finished with Sean, that was true," Ruth said. "It's the rest of it I never told you."

"What's up, then?"

"David went up to Sean's house and asked him if he knew a man. Somebody off a job, somebody sound. A stranger." She lifted a saucer out and turned it slowly under the tap. "And Sean said no, he'd not do that. So David took me to Sheffield instead. Twice. He bought me a frock and he sat me at a table in a hotel bar facing out into the room, and he sat himself where he could watch, and he let men look at me. That's all it was, the first night. Being looked at."

"By who?"

"Whoever was in. Blokes off a work do. A man on his own with his coat over the chair who watched me the whole night, and got up to come over, and then sat himself back down." She put the saucer up to drain. "And the second night one stood at the pumps had a long look at me and told his mate, and his mate leaned out for a look an' all, and then shrugged and went back to the football. In front of my husband. That's the one I think about most."

Dawn's face had not moved at all.

"But Ruth⁠—"

"You said you'd let me get through it."

"I never said owt of the sort," Dawn said. "Go on, though."

"Then a man came over to our table on his own and asked us straight out what we were after, and I told him." Ruth had both hands still under the tap and was not doing a thing with them. "He asked me. Not David. He wanted to know it was mine and not just me being good about it. And when I said it was mine he took it like a bloke taking a delivery slot. Four minutes and it was settled. He wrote his number on a beer mat and pushed it across the table to me, not to David, and he said ring me nearer the time and tell me where I'm coming to."

"And did you?"

"I rang him from this kitchen you're stood in. Right here, with the urn going." She said it flatly. "He's forty-five. He's got two wagons and does his own driving on one of them, he's up at five most days, he's a daughter of twenty-two in a flat at Hillsborough, he's divorced, and he's black. And the woman he was married to once would have had me weighed up the minute I walked in, and she'd not have been wrong about a thing."

Dawn's eyes came off her and went along the stainless and came back.

"Right," she said.

"David booked a hotel out at Doncaster and paid for it on his card, and the three of us had a carvery downstairs first, like a works do." Ruth pulled the plug out and started the hot tap running again. "He had beef and turkey both. Then we went up in the lift, and David sat himself down in the chair by the wardrobe, and that man took my frock off me and laid it over the arm of the chair. He had my tits out of my bra before he'd said ten words to me. Then me on my knees on that carpet with his cock in my mouth, before my husband had got his coat off. And then he fucked me for four hours."

"Ruth."

"Bare. He put his cum in me twice and never once asked David whether he could, and David never had a job to do in that room all night." She was watching the water climb over her wrists. "Afterwards I sat up on that bed with his cum drying all down my legs and drank a glass of water he'd fetched me for it, while the pair of them talked about a low bridge on the lane out. Then he got dressed. He shook my husband's hand at the door and drove home, because he was up at five."

Dawn had gone the colour of the wall behind her.

"And you're all right," she said.

"I'm better than all right. That's what I'm telling you." Ruth turned the tap off. "I've thought about hardly anything else since. He never said one word about how I looked, and he'd have had me just the same if I'd walked in ten years older. That's the bit of it. He made his mind up on me from across a room before I'd opened my mouth, and nothing I did after was going to shift him."

The kitchen went very quiet. Somebody went past the window outside with a dog.

"Does he know where you live?" Dawn said quietly.

"No."

"Has he got your number?"

"He's got my number, yes." Ruth set a cup down to drain. "He's had it since the Tuesday I rang him."

"Ruth…"

"He's not used it. He told me use it or don't, either's all right by me, and he meant it, and he's not rung once." She got a dry cloth off the pile and started on the cups herself, because her hands wanted a job. "That's the whole trouble with him, if you want it. He's not after anything."

"That's not the trouble with him." Dawn came off the sink and took hold of the worktop edge. "There's a man out there with your telephone number, Ruth. He knows your first name and he knows exactly what you'll do, and he's got nowt riding on it. Not a damn thing. He can walk off tomorrow and get on with his life and never think about you again. You've this village, and your mother, and a husband, and your name on a letter over that door." She stopped. "That's not me having a go at you."

"I know it isn't."

"I'd say it to anybody."

"You'd not, though," Ruth said. "You'd say it to me."

Dawn picked her towel back up and dropped it.

"Does Marlon know?"

"No," Ruth said, working the towel round the inside of a cup. "And he's not to."

"He's my husband."

"I know whose husband he is."

"I've never kept owt off that man in my life," Dawn said. "Not one thing. And now I've got this sat in me for good, and I've to have my tea in front of him tonight with it." She looked along the crates stacked under the hatch. "You could have not told me."

"I could have."

"Why did you, then?"

Ruth stood with a wet cup in one hand and a towel in the other, and thought about it properly, because she owed her that much.

"Because I've been Mrs Coyle all morning," she said, "and I wanted one person in this village to be able to see me."

Dawn looked at her then. It was not the quick one she gave her fifty times a week over a shoebox of tickets. She stood there and had a proper look at her, shoes to face and back down again, exactly the same as a man in a bar had, and she took her time over it. Ruth stood perfectly still and let her.

The colour came up out of her collar and got as far as her jaw and stopped there. She was soaked in a kitchen at two in the afternoon with her hands still wet and her oldest friend stood there looking at her, and the throb of it went down the backs of her thighs and settled.

"You look well on it," Dawn sighed. "That's what's got me, honestly. You look well on it."

"I do." Ruth put the cup down on the drainer. "I've stood here and told you all that, and I'm soaked with it. That's where I am with it now."

"You're never."

"I am. And you can think what you like about that an' all."

"You'd not have said any of that to me at Christmas."

"I'd not have had any of it to say at Christmas."

Dawn shook her head slowly, and got hold of the towel again, and picked a plate out of the rack.

"Get on with your washing," she said, "before I start crying in a kitchen I helped pay for."

They finished the rest of it without saying much. They got two crates counted before the light went and found four cups short. That meant ringing the hire firm and standing her ground with them, and she was glad of the job.
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At home she filled the form in for the bar licence at the kitchen table with her tea going cold at her elbow. She wrote the envelope out and reached the tin down off the dresser for a stamp.

The mat stood up against the side where it lived, with the number on it in big square figures facing out. She took a stamp off the strip, pressed it firmly onto the corner, and put the lid back on.

David came through in his coat with the post from the box under his arm.

"Did they come?"

"They came. Four cups short, and half of it wants washing again before Saturday." She stood the envelope against the sugar so she would not go out without it. "I told Dawn."

"Told her what?"

"All of it. Sean, and Sheffield, and the bloke at the pumps who didn't want me, and Doncaster, and every last thing he did to me." She got up and put the tin back where it lived and pushed it in against the wall. "She's frightened for me, and she'll not breathe a word of it to a living soul."

David put the post down on the table and stood there.

"I want his cock in me again," Ruth said. "And there's not one night between now and that supper I can have it on."
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David got the tin down on the Tuesday, stood the mat against the kettle where he could read it, and rang the number.

Four rings. Then an engine behind it, and a radio, and the man saying his own name like he probably did it forty times a day.

"Curtis Boyd."

"It's David. Ruth's husband."

"Now then." A door banged and the engine noise dropped clean away. "Go on."

"I want to ask you about this week."

"Which day are we talking about, exactly?"

"Thursday." He had the mat in his hand by then and had turned it over twice. "It's an hour off you. You'd not be stopping over and you'd not need to. I've the house free from six, and you'd be back in your own bed by midnight."

Curtis did not say anything for a bit. David stood there with the phone hot against his ear and went half-hard on the spot, listening to a man he had met once decide whether his wife was worth the drive.

"I told you plainly I'd want the night," he said. "And I'm not being awkward with you. I said it because an hour's no good to anybody."

"I know what you said."

"So what's altered?"

"Nothing's altered. There isn't a night to be had between now and the end of March," David said. It came out flatter than he had meant it to. "She's got the hall near enough every Friday and Saturday from here to the do. That's it. That's the lot."

"Right."

"So," David said, turning the mat over again, "I'm asking you for the weeknight instead."

"And I thought it was to be nowhere near either of us."

"It was."

"That's your say, that, not mine." He said it perfectly pleasantly. "I'll come to wherever you send me."

David stood at his own dresser with his coat still on, his heart banging and his cock aching, and he had just booked another man in to have her.

"Is this off her, or off you?"

"Off me."

"Right," Curtis said, and moved straight on to the road. "Well, I'm loading at six on the Friday, so I'll want away from you by half ten. That's three hour and a bit. It's not the night, but it's not the hour either. Give me a postcode and tell me where I'm turning."

David gave him the postcode. Off past the church, second lane on the right. Forty yards down past the house there was a gateway into Sutton's field, hard standing, off the road, where the muck lorries turn. He gave the directions clearly and slowly, twice over, the same as he would have given them to a coal man.

"What do I want a gateway for?"

"For the van."

"I'll not sit a van in a field gateway," Curtis said, and paper went over noisily at his end. "There'll be a bloke wanting through it at six with a tractor and no way of telling me. I'll put it on the road outside yours, same as anybody would."

"There's a street lamp on that stretch."

"There is at everybody's."

"Right."

"I'll be with you for seven, then. Do you want me to eat before I set off, or is she doing something?"

"Eat before you set off."

"Right you are. Tell her I'll see her Thursday."

He rang off. David stood there a while with the phone in one hand and the mat in the other. His cock was up hard against his flies in his own kitchen.

I've just rung a man off my wife's beer mat and asked him to come here and fuck her.

He put the mat back in the tin with the number facing out, exactly as it had been standing. Lid on. Tin back where it lives.
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She came in at six with the tickets in a carrier and her hair coming down out of its pins.

"Karen's put us down for a tombola now as well," she said, working her coat off her arms. "A tombola and a raffle. I've told her straight she can do the tombola herself, and I honestly meant it, and she'll not, and I'll end up doing it."

"Ruth. I've rung him."

She stopped with the coat half off. She stood like that for a good few seconds, completely still. Then she got the rest of it off, hung it on the hook, and smoothed it carefully flat down the front, which she never does.

"Rung him," she said.

"He's coming Thursday," he said, and laid his keys down on the cloth. "Here. To the house."

"Here," she said.

"From seven till half ten. He's loading first thing Friday, so that's what there is." David had hold of the back of a chair. "I couldn't get you a Saturday and I wasn't sitting on my hands till April."

Ruth came over and put the carrier down and stood with her fingers still through the handles.

"What did he say?"

"He said he'd come wherever I sent him."

"That's not what I asked you."

"He asked me whether it was off you or off me," David said.

"And?"

"I told him it was off me."

She had her eyes on him and did not take them off him. The colour came up over the neck of her jumper and stayed. She put one hand down beside the carrier and left it lying there. David watched her stand there and take it, and he shifted where he stood, quietly, so she would not see him do it.

"Right," she said.

"Are you cross about it?"

"No." She got the tickets out and set the shoebox on the end of the table. "It was my mat and my number, and you went in that tin and had it out and rang him. I want you to know that I know."

"I do know it."

"Good." She turned to the sink and ran the tap, then shut it off again without putting a thing under it. "He'll want the front room. There's nowhere else in this house he'd fit."

"I'd got that far myself."

"Then shift them prize boxes off the settee," Ruth said. "I'll not have that man stood in a room full of tombola."

She'll have him on that carpet on Thursday and be doing my tea in this kitchen on Friday.

She went up at ten. He heard the boards go over his head, and then the tap. When he got up there she was already on her side with the lamp off. She took his hand off the covers without turning round and put it between her legs. She was soaking. She was hot all over his fingers and she had been lying there like that in the dark, waiting on him.

"That's what you've done to me," she said, "and he's not even set off yet."

He worked two fingers slowly up into her. She moaned into the pillow and pushed down onto them, and she was wet enough that his fingers made a noise in the dark. Then she took hold of his wrist and stopped him dead.

"Not tonight."

"Ruth…"

"No," she said, and shifted his hand off her and held it. "I want my cunt aching when that man walks in the door. If you start me off now I'll be at myself all day tomorrow, and there'll be nothing left in me for his cock by the time he gets here."

He lay there with his own cock throbbing and his wife asleep inside ten minutes.

In two days she'll be under another man on my front room floor and I'll be sat there watching her take it.
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He got home at half four on the Thursday and hoovered the front room.

He shifted the two boxes of raffle prizes into the back bedroom, and the shoebox into the sideboard, and Ruth's folded sheets off the arm of the chair. He put a match to the fire at five and it took first go for once. Then he stood there with the hoover cord in his hand, looking at the chair, the settee, the window. Working out where a man would have her and how much he would see of it from where.

Nobody passed a remark about that carpet all night.

He could not eat his tea. He got half of it down and scraped the rest quietly into the bin before she came through.

Ruth came down at half six in what she had on at the hall. The grey jumper, the old jeans, her hair pinned up out of the way, no lipstick, a biro mark still on her thumb. She had her tights off, though. She had peeled them off in the kitchen and hung them over the radiator, and she went about the lino in her bare feet like it was July.

"You're not changing?"

"What for?" She was reaching cups down and not looking at him. "He's had me in a frock twice, and I've nowt else that isn't the frock."

"You could put summat on."

"There's nobody to dress for, love." She stood the cups on the tray and turned round to him. "He's not taking me anywhere, is he. It's my house he's coming to, at seven, and away again by half ten, and I'll be stood at the sink of a morning the same as always. A man doesn't drive an hour for a frock. He's driving an hour to fuck me."

Her nipples were up hard through the wool and had been since she came down the stairs.

David went and looked out of the front window with the light off behind him. The lane was black past the postbox. There was frost coming up on the roof of the car, and Ken Sutton's dog going off at the top end, and nothing else.

In twenty minutes there'll be a van outside my gate and every soul down here will be able to read it.
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It came down at five to and stopped square outside the gate under the lamp, because that was the only bit of the lane with any room in it.

He was at the window and saw the lot. A long white Transit with a roof rack and a ladder on top. C. BOYD HAULAGE, SHEFFIELD sign-written down the side of it in blue a foot high, a mobile number under that, a landline under the mobile.

David stood in his own front room looking at a sign-written van under a street lamp, and his cock came up for it. There was no sense to be got out of that at all. His mouth had gone dry as a stick.

Curtis got out, shut the door, and came round the front of it. Brian Ackroyd was coming up from the bottom end with his collar up, and he stopped dead level with the gate.

"Now then. You all right there?"

"I am, aye." Curtis had the gate open with one hand. "This the Coyles', is it?"

"That's them." Brian had a good long look at the van, and then a longer one at the man, and put his hands back in his pockets. "You want to mind that verge on your way out. It's soft as owt down there since the rain."

"I'll go out the way I came in, then."

"You'd be best."

"Right you are. Goodnight, then."

"Goodnight."

Brian carried on slowly up the lane. David got the front door open before the man could knock. Out over the man's shoulder the lamp was full on the side of that van, on the name and the town and both the numbers.

"I found it all right," Curtis said. He stopped on the mat and got his boots off without being asked and stood them neatly against the wall. "You could do with getting this lane gritted, though. It's like glass at the top."

"It always is."

"Is she in?"

"She's through there."

He went along the hall in his socks with his coat over his arm. David shut it, stood a second with his back against the door, then went through and pulled the curtains to.

There was a light on in the Ackroyds' by then.
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Curtis laid his coat over the chair and had one look round, at the fire and the settee and the window. He worked out where everything in that room was.

"That's a proper fire, that."

"It's the only thing in this house that works," Ruth said.

"You'd be surprised what folk have got and never light." He turned to her. "Come here to me, then."

She went. Straight over to him with her arms down at her sides. He got a hand round her neck and kissed her hard. Her hands came up on his chest and stopped, and then took two fistfuls of his shirt.

David stood in his own doorway and watched a haulier out of Sheffield get hold of his barefoot wife.

The jumper came off over her head. She had a plain white bra on that had been through a hundred washes, and she went at the fastening herself, quickly, and had it off and dropped it. She had big tits and they dropped out of that bra heavy and low, and they swung when she straightened up. The fire was up one side of her and her nipples were standing out thick and dark. Curtis took a whole handful of one of them and weighed it slowly. Then he got the other one in his mouth and sucked it. She gasped, and got a hand into his hair, and held him on.

"Get them jeans off her," David said.

Neither of them looked over at him.

Curtis had the button open and the jeans down her legs with her knickers still inside them. She stepped out of the lot and kicked it off her foot. She was pale down the belly and the thighs. The inside of both her legs was already shining wet.

"You're wet down to your knees and I've not touched your cunt yet."

"I know," Ruth said quietly.

"How long have you been like this?"

"Since about four." She was breathing through her mouth. "I sat in that kitchen all afternoon counting raffle books with my knickers soaked and my husband upstairs hoovering."

"You're a dirty woman, Ruth."

"I am that."

"Come to the fire, then."

He walked her backwards to the chimney breast and put her firmly against it. Then he got onto one knee, took her right leg behind the thigh, lifted it up onto his shoulder, and got his mouth on her cunt.

Her head went back into the plaster and she groaned out loud.

David sat down on the arm of the settee. There was nothing to be done with his hands, so he laid them on his knees. His cock was throbbing in his trousers before the man had properly started.

It went on a long while, that. Curtis had one arm right round behind her thigh, holding her onto his face, and the other hand spread flat on her belly to keep her against the brickwork. He was in no hurry over any part of it. The sound of it filled the room over the fire. Her ring hand was down in his hair. She pushed up onto the ball of her foot and sank back, twice. Every time she went to work herself onto him he took his mouth off her and waited.

"Please," she gasped.

"Not yet you won't."

"Don't keep taking it off me. Please."

"I'll take it off you as often as I want, love."

He put his mouth back on her. This time he pushed two fingers up into her with it, and she came against her own front room wall inside a minute. She clapped a hand over her mouth. The moan came out round it anyway, and her leg slid off his shoulder and her heel banged the skirting.

My wife's just cum on another man's mouth in the room where I sit and do the bank statement.

Curtis stood up off his knee and wiped his mouth on his wrist and had his belt open before he was properly straight.

"Over there," he said. "Hands on that sill."

She went to the window and put both hands flat on the sill under the drawn curtains, and set her feet apart without being told to. She stood bent forward with her arse out and her tits hanging down and her whole back going up and down with her breathing. Curtis was out of his clothes behind her in about ten seconds. He was up, and thick, and wet at the tip already. He took it in his fist, put it to her, and pushed the whole length of it into her in one go.

She cried out. It went straight through the wall.

"You'll want to keep that down, love."

"I can't, not with that cock going in me like that."

"You'll have to." He had her by both hips and started fucking her properly, with no working up to it, his belly hitting her arse on every stroke. "There's a light on across that road."

"Then fuck me quietly," she said, "because I'm not asking you to stop."

David got up off the settee arm.

He went to where the curtains met and got two fingers in the gap. Then he pulled it back half an inch and stood there with his eye at the gap, watching the lane while another man fucked his wife behind his shoulder. The lamp. The gate. The white side of that van with the name on it, and the frost coming up grey on the road behind it, and not a soul in any of it.

Then a car came down off the top end doing about fifteen. It slowed. It slowed again.

David quit breathing altogether.

It went past. Somebody turning round at the field gate. It came back up and away, and the lane was empty again, and he was leaking into his own shorts with his eye still at the gap.

Behind him Ruth was moaning steadily into her own hand, yes, over and over, muffled.

"Don't stop. Don't you dare stop doing that."

"I'll not."

"Harder, then. Harder than that."

"Careful what you ask a man for in your own house, love."

"I don't want careful. I've had careful for years." She was gasping it out between strokes. "I want your cock in me till I can't walk up my own stairs."

He gave it to her then. Hard enough that the sill shifted in the wall, and a jar of dried holly went over and rolled off onto the floor. She had her forehead down between her arms. She was making a noise on every stroke that she could not have stopped for anything. His hand came off her hip and cracked down on her arse and stayed there, gripping it, his fingers dark across the white of her. She shoved herself back onto him for more of it.

David let the curtain go and stood and watched the join of them. His wife's cunt stretched round another man's cock, and the cock dragging out of her shining wet on every pull, and her wedding ring up in a fistful of his own curtain.

She never got her mouth near him tonight. At the hotel that had been the first thing she did. This time there was a clock on it, and the man had walked in and put her on the wall inside four minutes.

"Say it to him," Ruth said.

"Say what?"

"What you told him on the phone." She had her head turned sideways on her arm and her voice was coming in bits. "Go on. Out loud."

"I told him it was off me," David said. "That I couldn't wait for a Saturday and I wanted him here."

"Say the rest."

"I rang a stranger off your beer mat and asked him to come and fuck you on my own carpet."

"There," she said thickly. "There it is."

"Get on that floor for me," Curtis told her.

He came out of her, turned her round by the arm and had her down on the rug at the fire. She went where she was put. She got onto her back with her knees up. He came over her on his hands and went straight back into her without using a hand to do it. She got both legs up round the small of his back and locked her feet and pulled him down onto her.

That was the bit David could not take his eyes off. Not the cock going into her. Her heels crossed over the man's arse, in a room where they had a fire lit most nights of the year.

"That's it. Give it me like that."

"You'll get plenty."

"I've been in that hall all day," Ruth said, shoving her hips up onto him. "Telling folk where to put the trestles, and thinking about nowt but this cock."

Curtis laughed at that, low, and got an arm under her arse and lifted her and gave it her harder. She was moaning openly now with no hand near her mouth and no thought at all for the wall.

That's twelve feet from the chair I read the paper in of a Sunday.

David undid his own belt in the end. He got his cock out, standing up, and worked it slowly, and never once took his eyes off the pair of them. His hand was shaking badly on himself.

"I'm going to cum in you," Curtis said plainly, the same as he had said everything else that evening.

"Do it in me. Do it in front of him. I want to be full of it when he sees you out."

"Get a hand down there, then. I'm about done."

She reached down between them and went at her clit roughly with two fingers, and she came the second time four strokes later. She came up off the rug with her chin right up and her mouth open and no sound in it at all. He kept working into her the whole way through it and finished a moment behind her, right up inside. Then he stayed there, head down, arms braced.

Nobody said anything for a while. A coal shifted in the grate.

When he pulled out of her the cum came out after him and ran down over her arse onto the rug. She lay on her back with her legs still apart and let it, and never put a hand near herself. She was still clenching round nothing.
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Curtis dressed at the hearth and drank maybe a third of the tea David made him.

"I'll not have the rest, but thank you," he said, standing the cup down on the hearth. "I'd be stopping twice on that road as it is."

He went out to the toilet under the stairs and the bolt slid across. Ruth was up on her feet with her jumper back on and nothing underneath it, her jeans still lying where she had kicked them.

David came and stood in front of her.

"Did you mind him being here?" he said quietly.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because at that hotel I was a woman he'd met in a bar." She was looking straight at him and her voice never got above a murmur. "Tonight he's had me stood at my own window with my tights drying on the radiator in the next room. And he'll get in that van and drive home with his tea in him, and I'll be walking about tomorrow full of his cum, doing a meat order."

"Ruth."

"And I'd have him again tomorrow night," she said. "So don't ask me if I minded it."

There's another man's cum drying on my front room rug and he's stood in my toilet washing his hands.

The bolt went back. Curtis came through pulling his cuffs down, got his boots on at the door and put his coat on in the hall.

"Goodnight, Mrs Coyle."

She was stood in that doorway in a jumper and nothing else, arms folded, bare feet on the lino.

"Goodnight," she said evenly.
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David walked him out.

It had gone properly cold, and there was frost on the path and the gate and the roof of the van, and the lamp was full on the whole of it, and it was dead quiet the whole way up to the church. Curtis went round the front and got the door open and stood with one hand on it.

"Mind that verge going down, like he told you."

"I'm going up." He looked at the house a second, at the pulled curtains with the light behind them. "Say goodnight to her again for me."

"I will."

He got in, pulled the door to, and had the window down while he sorted his belt out.

"Next week," David said.

Curtis put the key in and stopped with his hand on it.

"You're all right for that, are you?"

"Same night. Same time."


8




Ruth told Karen Ackroyd on the step that Thursday was no good to her, and then stood in the cold in her dressing gown hearing the whole of why it should have been.

"Then have it Tuesday and I'll come Tuesday. I'll bring the tickets and the float and the licence."

"Marjorie can't do a Tuesday."

"Marjorie can't do a lot of things," Ruth said, and got the door an inch nearer shut without seeming to.

Karen stopped another ten minutes over the guttering. Ruth made the right noises at her, and the whole while she was quietly thinking about a man she had met three times having her in this house at seven o'clock. By the time she got rid of her, she was aching for it on her own doormat over nothing but a woman talking about downpipes.

Dawn was easier, because Dawn did not ask. The phone went at four while Ruth had the iron in her hand. She left it. It went again about six. She let it ring itself out, eleven, twelve, counting without meaning to, and carried on with the cloth.

The big table was under a sheet, with her grandmother's cloths damped and stacked at one end. They had been folded that long the creases had gone hard. It wanted the water on and the iron straight after, one length at a time, working carefully out from the middle. The leaves showed in the damask when she turned it to the light, exactly as her mother had said they would.

By half five her hands were shaking on the iron, and it was him doing it to her, and he was not due till seven.

He'll have me on this with my mother's linen still on it.

She put the iron up on its heel and leaned both hands on the sheet. She put her fingers quickly down the front of her jeans, just to know. Her fingers came away shining. She stood there at half five on a Thursday and looked at them.

Then she wiped them on her thigh and folded the pressed cloth over her arm, corner to corner, and started the next one.
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David got in, hung his coat up, and saw the state of the table.

"You've not got much room there."

"He can have the chairs. He'll not want the table," she said, and then heard herself, and got on with the corner she had in her hands.

"My mother's rung twice today and had nothing back off me."

"You could ring her now."

"And say what? She'd want to know what I'm busy with, and then I'd have to give her a thing, and she'd ask me about it on Sunday."

He put a mug down at the far corner where the iron could not get at it, and then he slid a hand up her back under the wool.

"He rang me," David said. "He's off a tip at Barlborough and he's not away yet, so it'll be nearer half seven."

"And he still wants away by half ten?"

"He's loading at six again."

Ruth pressed the last length flat, lifted it, and shook it out. An hour and a bit, then. Not the three. She stood thinking about that with her arms up and four foot of white damask against her front. The ache low down in her went through and kept going and got right to the ends of her.

"Then he's not sitting down to a cup of tea," she said.

"No. He'll not."

"He can come through that door and have me stood up against it if he wants." She hung the cloth over the chair back with the rest and did not turn round. "I'll do without the small talk. I've had a week of wanting his cock and I'm not giving up twenty minutes of it to the roadworks."

David's hand came off her back. He picked his mug up, and then he set it back down with the tea still in it.
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He came at twenty-five to eight. She heard the van well before the gate.

She did not go and look. She stayed at the sink with her hands in the water and listened, and she was soaked through standing there, on nothing but another man getting his boots off in her hall. The door. David's voice out there, and then the man's. His boots coming off on the mat, exactly as last week.

Then he was in her kitchen doorway in his socks with his coat over his arm, filling it up.

"Ruth."

"You're late."

"I am late, obviously, and there's nowt I could do about that at four in the afternoon in a queue at a tip." He laid the coat over a chair back and looked round the room properly — the board cloth, the iron, the stack of white. "You've been busy."

"They're my grandmother's. They want pressing before the supper."

"They've come up well." He picked a corner up carefully between two fingers, looked down at it, and set it back exactly where it had been. Then he started slowly on his shirt buttons from the top, standing in the middle of her kitchen, and got to the third one and stopped. "Well. Are you coming over here or not?"

She dried her hands on the towel and hung it neatly back on the rail, because she was not going across a room to a man with wet hands. Then she crossed to him. He had his shirt open down the chest by then, and his belly, and the grey coming through the hair on it. She had both palms flat on him before she got anywhere near his face. She was aching for it, and wanting his cock, before he had a hand anywhere near her.

He took her by the neck and kissed her hard. She was into it before she had thought about doing it. His other hand went straight down the back of her jeans, under everything, and got a good hard grip of her arse and kept it there.

"How long have I got?" he said, off her mouth.

"An hour."

"Then I'm not being polite with you tonight."

"Don't, then. I've had enough polite."

He backed her the two steps into the pantry door and had her jeans open and down her thighs, knickers and all. Then he put two fingers straight up her cunt. She made a sound against his shoulder that she would have been mortified about at any other hour of her life. She was wet through. She had been like that half the afternoon, with an iron in her hand, and his fingers went into her without a thing to catch on, and it was audible in the room.

"Somebody's had this on her mind."

"All afternoon," she said, with her face down on his shoulder and her hips going onto his hand. "I've stood at that table pressing my grandmother's linen with my knickers stuck to me, wanting your cock."

"And what is it you want doing about it?"

"Your cock in my mouth first. You never gave me it last week and I've not stopped thinking about it since."

David came in with the two chairs from the front room and stopped in the doorway with one in each hand.

"Sit down, love," Curtis said to him over the top of her, in the same easy voice he had used about the tip queue, and carried on working his fingers up into her.

Ruth got her eyes open. Her husband set the chairs down against the dresser and sat himself carefully on the nearer one, knees apart, hands hanging. He kept his coat on for a bit.

She got her hand down and had Curtis's belt open and his trousers and his shorts down before he had finished with her. His cock came out of his shorts heavy and half up. It thickened in her fist while she held it, and her mouth was watering over it. Then she knelt on the lino by the table leg, in her jumper, with her jeans round her ankles, and took him in her mouth.

She was noisy about it and did not care. She got him wet all over and kept a fist moving steadily on him at the same time. She took him as far back in her throat as she could stand, and gagged, and came off him with her eyes streaming. Then she got straight back down on it for more. His hand rested lightly on her hair. He let her do what she liked with him.

She had her other hand between her own legs the whole time she was doing it, and her cunt was so wet she could hear that as well.

"There's no rush on that, Ruth."

"There is," she said, off him, with her fist still going on his cock. "You've an hour and I'd like your cock in me for most of it."

"That'll do for now. Get up."

"In a minute." She put her tongue flat under the head of him and looked up at him past it while she did it. "Let me have it a bit longer. I'll not get another go at your cock till next week."

My husband is sat by that dresser in his work coat watching me choke myself on another man's cock.

"Go on, then." Curtis took her under the arm and stood her up. "Up on that table."

She shook the jeans off her ankle and got the jumper off. She undid her bra herself and dropped it on the chair with his coat, and stood where she was and let the pair of them look at her without covering up a thing. Then she got up backwards onto the table, heels on the edge of it, knees open. The damask went under her. She felt it go under her and did nothing about it.

He stood between her legs and looked her over properly, sat there like that, and then he pushed two fingers back inside her cunt, drew them out, and turned them over in the light.

"You're running down your own leg," he said. "Ask me for it, then."

"I want you to fuck me."

"That's not asking."

"I want you inside me," Ruth said. "Now. Before he's even sat down right."

He took hold of himself, set it on her cunt, and shoved the length of it up her at once. Ruth's head went back and hit the wall behind her.

"Steady, love."

"I'm all right."

"You'll have a lump on you."

"I don't care," she said. "Don't stop. Please don't stop doing that."

He fucked her slowly to start with, both hands spread on her thighs holding her open, watching where it went in. Her cunt was wet enough to be heard over the fridge. Her tits went with it, heavy, up and down. He got one of them in his hand and rolled the nipple firmly until she cried out. Then he put his head down to it and sucked until she had a fistful of his hair.

"That's a proper noise you're making down there."

"I can't help it," she gasped.

"Tell me what you've done all week."

"Nowt but wait," she said, and got her heels up onto the edge for more of him. "I've done the meat and the tickets and the raffle books and thought about nothing but this cock going in me."

She worked a hand down between them and started on her own clit with two fingers while he did it. He let her. He watched her do it and gave it her a bit harder for it, and the table shifted a couple of inches and jammed against the wall. Then he caught hold of that wrist and moved it off her.

"Not yet."

"Don't do that to me," she groaned.

"You'll wait," he said, and drew himself right back out, and stood there holding it, wet, in front of her. "Open your mouth."

She opened her mouth. He fed her the two fingers he had had up her, and she sucked herself off them with her eyes shut and her heart going. Then he pulled them out and put his cock in her again, and she called out at the ceiling.

David had got his coat off by then. He had come forward in his seat with his forearms down on his knees and his hand on himself through his trousers. She looked over at him once and he was not looking at her face at all. He was watching where the man went in and out of her, dragging back shining and going in again.

He's not blinking. He's watched every stroke of this and he'll be sat at this table doing the bank statement on Saturday.

"Tell him what you can hear," Ruth said.

"He can hear it," Curtis said.

"Tell him anyway."

"I can hear it," David said, from the chair, and his voice had gone. "I can hear that cock of his working in her from over here."

Then the light went across the kitchen ceiling.

It came in over the curtain rail, right the way across, and swung, and stopped. A car door went, out in the lane, on the far side of the van.

Nobody moved.

"That'll be for us," David said.

Ruth was off the table before the knock landed. It came on the front door, hard, three times, the way a person knocks who has plainly seen a lit window.

"Ruth?"

She was in the middle of her own kitchen with nothing on. Her husband was holding her jumper out to her, and she went cold from the neck down.

"It's my mother," she said.

"Go on. Get it on you."

She got the jumper on and her arms in it. It came down to the tops of her legs and no further. Her jeans were right across the room by the pantry. There was no time to get to them.

"I can go and stand in that yard, if you want," Curtis said. He had his shorts up over a cock that was still hard and had not gone down at all, and his belt hanging from one fist, and he took his time over every bit of it. "It makes no odds to me."

"You'll stop exactly where you are," David said.

"I'll stop exactly where I am, then."

"Ruth." David put his hand on her arm and turned her to the door and put her hair back off her face twice with the other one. "You'll do. Go on. She's stood on a step in the cold."

He was a foot from her with a hard-on plain through his work trousers, doing his wife's hair for her mother, and she was full of another man's cum.

She went down her own hall barefoot with her mother knocking at the other end. Three strides down it she found out properly what a man had done to her. It went straight up through her. She put a hand on the wall and took the remainder of it a good deal slower, the whole length of her aching, her legs going, and his cum out of her, warm, and nearly to her knee. She got there, slid the chain across with the flat of her palm, and opened up as far as the chain let her.

"Mum."

"There you are." Jean was stood on the step in her coat, a carrier bag hooked over one arm and her keys gripped in her glove. "Well, I've rung this house twice and had nothing off either of you. And I've been sat at Marjorie's since seven, and I come down that lane and there's a wagon outside your gate with a light on in it, and I thought, well, that's it, somebody's had a smash on the corner."

"Nobody's had a smash."

"I can see that now." She was looking pointedly at the chain. "Are you not going to let me in?"

"I've been in the bath. I'd got out when you knocked," Ruth said, "and I'm freezing to death, so say what you've come to say."

Jean stood back off the step half a pace and looked her up and down through the gap. Then she looked at the van at the gate. She read the side of it, all of it, the name, the town, the mobile and the landline under it. Ruth stood behind her own front door and let her read it. Her heart was going. There was cum going cold on the inside of her leg, and her nipples were up hard against the wool where her mother could plainly see them if she wanted to.

Behind this door there's a haulier out of Sheffield stood in her daughter's kitchen with his belt undone.

She was wet again in the draught off her own doorstep, stood there in front of her mother in nothing but a jumper.

"Whose is that, then?"

"He's a haulier. He's giving David a price on shifting them tables back over to Ranby after the supper." She said it flatly, the same as she would have said it to the hire firm. "We can't get them in Sean's van and Bill wants his flat bed back for the Monday."

"On a Thursday night?"

"He's on the road all day, Mum. When would you have him come?"

He's had his fingers in me and his cock down my throat and his cum up me and now I'm stood here doing his diary for him.

"Well. Your father was the same. He'd not do a job before nine at night and it drove me mad for forty years." Jean unhooked the carrier and posted it carefully in to her. "Them's the napkins off my mother's set. There's twenty-two and there ought to be twenty-four. And there's fourteen pound in the raffle book off Thursday morning."

"That's good going, that."

"That's Marjorie with her sister." She stopped there.

Ruth held the bag against her, one palm still on the door, the chain up between them.

"I'll ring you Sunday."

"You said that last week, love."

"Then I'll ring you and mean it this time. Go on home. It's black as anything on that corner."

Jean stood a second longer at the gap. Her mouth was set shut on whatever she had decided not to say, and she was holding her keys so hard the fob had gone into her glove.

"Aye. Right."

"Goodnight, Mum."

She heard the gate. Then the car door, and the engine, and the car going slowly off towards the top end, and she stood on her own cold lino holding a bag of her grandmother's napkins, with Curtis running down to her ankle and her teeth going.

And soaking. New wet, come up out of her while she stood there at her own door and lied, and running down on top of what was already there.

Then she left the bag on the bottom stair, turned round, and went back down the hall.
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Curtis was leaning against the sink with a glass of water in his hand. His belt was still hanging open and his cock was still up in his shorts. David had been past her down the hall and put the bolt across and the chain back on. He came in behind her now and quietly shut the kitchen door as well, which nobody in that house had ever done in their lives. Her husband had chained the front door on her mother so another man could finish her off, and it had her aching where she stood.

"She's away up the lane," he said.

"I know she is." Ruth pulled the jumper straight back off and threw it at the dresser with her bra. "Get back on with it, then. You've twenty minutes and I'll have your cum off you before you go."

Curtis set the glass down quietly on the drainer.

"You're all right, are you?"

"No," she said. "I'm shaking like a leaf and I want your cock back in me. Come here."

She got herself back up on it, on her back this time, right up on the table, with the damask under her shoulders and her hair in it. He got his trousers properly off. Then he took her ankles and put her legs up over his shoulders, one and then the other, and folded her nearly in half. His cock was stood up off him wet, right there between her own knees.

"Hands over your head. On that edge."

She got both hands back and took hold of the far edge of the table.

"They stop there," he said. "You take them off and I stop with them."

"I'll not."

"You will do. There's nowt else in this room to hold."

Then he lined himself up and pushed back up her, the whole way, in one. She was tighter than she had been a quarter of an hour before, and it did not slow him down for a second. He gave it to her hard from the off, right out of her and right back in, his belly against the backs of her legs, the table going into the skirting on every stroke. There was already a load of his up her, and it was plainly audible every time he went down.

"She was stood the other side of that door."

"She was."

"And you've come back in here for the rest of it."

"I've come back in for you to finish what you were doing to me," Ruth said. "My mother's gone home thinking I've had a bath, and I've a stranger's cum drying on my leg, and I want the rest of it. Don't you dare be gentle with me now."

Both her hands left the edge inside a minute and went to his forearms, and he stopped dead with himself buried up her and would not move.

"Put them back."

"Please, no⁠—"

"Put them back, love."

She got them back. Her knuckles went white on the edge and stayed there. She took what he did to her after that with nothing to hold on to but a table, her tits shifting with every one of them, her cunt so wet by then that it was running down the crack of her arse onto the damask. His hand left her hip and came up to her jaw, not hard, and held her face where he wanted it so she had to look at him.

"Tell him, then," she got out. "Go on. He's sat there."

"She's had a fright," Curtis said, over his shoulder, in the same voice he had asked about the cloths in, "and it's gone straight to her cunt. I'd not have thought that."

David never answered him at all. Her husband sat back there with his hand on his own cock while another man held her face straight.

She came before the man had finished the sentence. It came up through her heels with no working towards it at all. It arrived, and it took all of her, and she went rigid, her back off the wood, her hands white above her, a sound getting past her that had no shape to it. He kept going straight through it. She clenched down on him the whole way and could not stop herself doing it.

"That's it. That's what you wanted."

"Don't stop. Don't you stop."

"I'll not."

"Cum in me, then. Go on." She had her eyes shut and her mouth open and had gone past caring what came out of it. "I want it in me while I'm still going, and I want him watching you do it."

"David," Curtis said. "Get yourself up here and watch this."

Her husband came off the chair and stood at the end of his own table, looking down the length of her at where the man went into her. Then Curtis gathered her hair up off the table and turned her head so she was facing him. He gave it her ten or twelve more like that, hard enough that her grip nearly went again, and finished up inside her with the whole of his weight down on her and both her legs still over him. She felt every bit of that happen and shoved herself up onto it while it did. She came a second time round the finish of it, small and long, going on well past when he had stopped.

He pulled out, and there was a mess of the pair of them all down her, on her arse and on the cloth under it. She lay there with her legs open and let his cum run out of her, and never once touched herself. The iron was still standing at the far end of it, ticking as it cooled.

I'll be at that hall at nine in the morning with this still in me, doing a seating plan.
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He was gone by ten past ten.

He put his boots back on at the door and shook his sleeves down over his wrists. He stood about in the hall with the cold coming round him off the step. Ruth had her jumper back on and her jeans over nothing, and she waited there full of his cum while he took his time about his coat.

"That's a decent run across to Ranby," he said. "Twenty minutes, if you go round the top."

"What about it?"

"Your tables. I'll shift them for you." He got his keys out. "I've a curtainsider sat doing nothing on a Sunday, and it'd be two hours with a lad on the tail lift. You'd pay a firm sixty-odd quid for that."

"Curtis, honestly…"

"I'm not doing you a favour, I'm telling you what it costs," he said. "Ask him. There's no hurry on it."

Then he went out and up the path, and the gate went, and the van went up the lane past the church.

David came and leaned in the doorway with the empty glass.

"He can't do that," Ruth said.

"No, he can't."

"He can't be stood outside that hall on a Sunday in daylight with his name down the side of a wagon and Ken Sutton and Karen watching him carry trestles in."

"He can't," David said again.

She got past him into the kitchen and had to hold the door frame going through it, and both her thighs were soaked again, thinking about exactly that.
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She got the water on to damp the cloths again at eleven o'clock at night. Two of them had gone under her and were creased to nothing, and there was a mark low on the second one that had dried hard in.

David made the tea. She worked out from the middle the same as before, a length at a time. He sat at the other end of the table with both mugs and watched.

"Ruth."

"Mm. Go on."

"Were you frightened? Honestly."

"I was terrified. I stood there and lied to my mother's face about them tables and my legs were going that badly I had hold of the door to stay up." She turned the cloth round and worked up the other length of it. "And I'll tell you what else went through me while she was on that step. I thought, if she pushes this door I'll shut it in her face and go back in that kitchen and get up on this table anyway."

"So it frightened you."

"It's the best I've ever had it, and it was because she was stood there." She lifted the iron and set it carefully down again. "You'll want me to say it was awful and I got through it. It wasn't awful. I came down that hall with his cum on my leg, and I lied to my mother, and I've never come like I came after it. Not once in my life. Not with you and not with anybody."

David turned his mug a quarter round on the cloth and had his eyes on the stack of pressed white on the chair.

"There's a thing I've never done, an' all," she said. "I've thought about telling you it all week and kept not doing it."

"Go on."

"I've never had it up the arse. Not off you, not off Sean, not off anybody, not once in my whole life." She said it to the cloth, flat, the same as counting out crockery. "You've never asked me for it and I never offered, and there's no reason in that at all. It's just the one thing that's never been done to me."

"Right," David said slowly.

"I'm not saying it for you to do owt about tonight. I'm sore as anything and there's still a load of his cum coming out of me."

"No."

She got that length pressed. Then she folded it neatly and laid it on the stack.

"I don't want another nearly, though," she said. "That's what I've been stood here thinking. She was at that door and she never saw a thing, and all I've got out of it is a story about some tables."

"Ruth."

"I want somebody to open a door and find me getting fucked, and see you sat watching it," she said, in her ordinary voice, with her grandmother's linen bunched against her. "And then I want to carry on."
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David bought it on the Wednesday dinnertime, at a chemist's in Ollerton, because there was nobody in Ollerton who knew him.

There were two sorts of it. He weighed the pair of them up a good deal longer than a man ought to need, and read one box, then the other, and finished none the wiser. A woman came slowly up the aisle with a wire basket. He lifted a packet of paracetamol down and studied that as well until she had gone round the end.

Four pound nineteen. The girl on the till put it through without properly looking at it, or at him, and asked him politely whether he wanted a bag. He said he did. The bag was five pence more, and he minded the five pence, and his cock was half hard in his work trousers before he was out of the shop.

Then he sat in the market place car park a while with it beside him.

I've queued up in a shop at dinnertime for the stuff another man's going to use on my wife.

His cock ached badly against his flies for the first three miles back. He zipped the bag into the inside pocket, and the coat went on the hook by the kitchen door when he got in, same as any night, and he said nothing whatsoever about it.
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He laid the bag on the kitchen table on the Thursday night, between the salt and her list, and sat down.

Ruth dried her hands quickly and came over. She lifted the box out and turned it over and read it, exactly as he had.

"When did you get this?"

"Wednesday."

"Wednesday," she said. She dropped it back on the cloth anyhow, on its side. "And it's been in this house since last night."

"It has."

"Where?"

"In my coat."

She turned in her chair and faced him. She pulled the chair out and settled herself across the corner from him with both hands spread on the cloth.

"Well," she said. "You say it, then, because I'll not."

"I want him to have you that way." David turned the box round with one finger so the writing faced her. "Saturday, if he's got a Saturday in him."

"You've thought about it."

"I've had nowt else in my head since you stood there with that iron in your hand."

"I said it to you and then I never said another word," Ruth said. "That was on purpose, that. I'd made my mind up I'd not ask you for it, because I wanted it coming off you."

"Then it's come off me."

She studied the box a good while. Her wedding ring was going round and round on her finger under the table.

"Ruth."

"What is it?"

"Would you have let Sean?"

"No." Straight out, with no thinking about it at all.

"Why not?"

"Because he'd have been asking me every two minutes whether I was all right." She was talking to the salt. "And I'd have had to be brave for him and tell him afterwards it was lovely. Then there'd be a cup of tea to hand him at that hall on the Tuesday. He's too decent for it. I'd have been minding him all the way through."

"And this one?"

"He'll do it," she said, "and then he'll go home and get up at five."

She went to the phone on the wall and dialled it without fetching the mat. She had known that number off by heart since the week she first rang it. David stayed where he was with the box under his hand and heard one half of the whole thing.

"It's Ruth… No, nothing's up. Are you doing owt Saturday?" She had her back to him and the cord over her shoulder. "No. Not that. There's a thing David's asked me to do." She listened a while. Then his wife spoke into a telephone in her own kitchen. "He wants you to have me up the arse."

David sat there at his own kitchen table with his cock throbbing in his trousers, listening to her arrange it.

"I've not, no. Never. Not off anybody… I know you are." She took a pencil off the sill and wrote a number in the margin of her list. "Say that again for me… Right. And is that before the main road or after it?"

She wrote for a bit.

"Half seven, then… He'll drive… No, he'll be with me." Her free hand went against the wall. "I'll tell him. Aye. Ta-ra."

She hung it up and stood a second with her palm still on the receiver.

"He's on at five Sunday," she said, "so he'll not come to us and he'll not stop anywhere. He says come to his."

"His house."

"His house. He's given me the road and where I turn off it." She tore the corner off the list and slid it under the tin. "It's an hour and ten to us, David. It's an hour and ten back the other way an' all, and he's the one that's got to be up."

"So we do the driving."

"We do the driving. And the coming to him, and the going home after." Ruth came round the table and stood over him. "And do you know what I was sat thinking while I talked to him? My knickers are soaked through, and he's the only one who's not noticed."

She went up before him. When he came through she was already on her side with the lamp off, and she caught his hand and held it firmly against her belly and would not let it go any lower.

"Not tonight," she said. "Saturday."

He lay in the dark beside her a good while, aching against the sheet.
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Ted Naylor came for his accounts on the Friday and parked his Land Rover square across the yard gate, so that nobody could get in or out at the rear of that building for twenty minutes. David walked round and let him in through the side door and never mentioned it.

"I'll not read them here." Ted got himself into the chair with the envelope unopened on his knee and lifted his cap off. "I'll read them at home where I can shout at the wall. Is it a good un or a bad un?"

"It's about what it was last year."

"That'll do me," Ted said, buttoning the envelope away in his breast pocket. "It's all I've ever asked off you, that. I'll tell you what's had me this year, though. Chain."

"You said."

"I've had a word with him about it an' all." Ted got comfortable, which meant he was stopping. "I sat him down Tuesday with a file and a vice and took him through the lot, ten minutes, and he watched me do it with his arms folded like I was on the telly. Next morning he's off to the merchant for a new one."

"What did you say to that?"

"Nowt. What can you say?" Ted chuckled at himself. "He'll learn it when he's paying for it."

David got the last of the fuel receipts together and pushed the drawer shut. That box was stood on his own kitchen table at home, on its side where she had dropped it.

She'll be face down in a house I've never been in tomorrow night, and I'll be sat watching her, and I've been out and bought the stuff for it.

"Are you off anywhere at the weekend?"

"Sheffield, tomorrow."

"What's in Sheffield?"

"Somebody we know," David said.

"Aye, well. Park it up on the multi-storey, that's my advice." Ted stood and settled his cap on at the door. "You can't move in that place of a Saturday."

David followed him out into the yard and stood in the cold a minute before he shifted the bollard back.
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They set off at half six on the Saturday, up through Worksop and on to the parkway, and the last twenty minutes of it was city.

Ruth had a carrier bag down in the footwell by her feet. He had watched her pack it on the bottom stair while he was getting his coat on. A towel, and a clean pair of knickers laid over the towel.

She said hardly a word for miles. Past the roundabouts she reached across and laid her hand on his thigh and left it.

"Are you going to be all right?" she said.

"I'll manage."

"Because you can stop in that car, love, if you'd sooner. He'd think nothing about it and neither would I."

"I'm not sitting in the car."

"No," she said. "I'd not want you to. I want you near enough to hear me." She was watching a retail park go past. "I've had that stuff in my head since Thursday and I've thought about hardly owt else. His cock, and that tube, and you sat there watching him get it in me."

She's been wet since the parkway and she's reading me directions.

He came off where she told him and drove up a hill past a row of shops with the shutters down.
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It was a long street of bay-fronted semis climbing the hill. Most of the front gardens were concreted over with a car nose-in on them, and there were lights on behind nets right to the top. The Transit stood out on the road three doors along, because it would never have gone on the front of his.

David parked in behind it. There had been no room to book this time and no bill coming, and he realised, getting out, that all he had fetched with him was the car keys and a tube in his coat.

The hall light was on and the front door was open on the chain, and they could hear him before they got to it. He stood in his own hall in his socks with the phone against his ear and a diary open under it. He lifted a hand at them and slipped the chain without breaking off what he was saying.

"…no, because it's a two-day job and he knows full well it's a two-day job. He wants it doing on the cheap and he wants it doing Monday." He pushed the door to behind them with his heel. "Aye. Well, you can tell him that from me. Go on."

He hung up slowly.

"Sorry about that," he said, shutting the diary on the shelf. "Go through, it's the door on your left. It'll be cold in there yet, mind. I've only had it on since six."

"You're all right," David said.

"You're not, but you're being polite about it." He had a clean shirt on with the cuffs turned back, and he smelled strongly of soap. "Ruth."

"Hello," she said.

"Go through, love. I'll fetch you a cup of tea."

The front room was the one they kept for visitors. A gas fire was going full at one end. There was a three-piece with the settee under the window, a big telly sat dark in the corner, and a carpet nobody walked over from one month to the next. A framed photograph of a wagon hung over the fire, an old one with a bull-nosed front, a young man stood at the wing of it with his hand up. There were two more under it, a girl in a school jumper and the same girl grown up on a beach, laughing openly at whoever had the camera.

Through the wall a match was on with the sound turned down, and the crowd rose and fell in it.

He's got a room he keeps for visitors, and tonight we're the visitors.

Curtis carried three mugs in on a tray, set it down in the hearth, and shut the door on the noise.

David got about a mouthful of his down and left it at that.

"Before owt else," he said. "Them tables."

"Go on."

"We'll get a firm in for them."

"Right you are." Curtis was pulling the chair round to face the settee while he said it. "It's no odds to me either road. I only said it because it's daft money for two hours' work."

"I know what it is."

"You do. That's it done, then."

David looked at the girl on the beach.

Ruth had her coat off by then, over the arm of the chair by the door. She was in her jeans and a plain blouse, her hair up with two pins in it, and he noticed she had put nothing on her face, no more than she would have done for the hall. Then she took her earrings out. His sensible wife stood a pair of gold studs carefully on the mantelpiece, under the wagon, because she was not losing them in another man's carpet. After that she had nothing to do with her hands.

For whatever reason, that did it. Two earrings put down safe next to another man's daughter. David sat himself down at the end of the settee, stiffening where he sat, with his tea going cold in front of him.

"Well," Curtis said. "Somebody had better say it."

"He'll say it," Ruth said.

"He's asked me to give you the one thing you've never had done."

Curtis nodded slowly at that, then looked over at her.

"And what do you say, Ruth?"

"I want it doing." She said it flatly, stood in the middle of a strange room. "I've never had it and I'm not going the rest of my life not having had it. I want it off you. And I want him sat in here while you do it."

"Right." He came up out of the chair. "Come here to me, then."

She went, and he got a hand into the back of her hair and kissed her, and she let him do it with her hands down at her sides. Then she took two fistfuls of his shirt.

"Are you frightened of it?" he said, off her mouth.

"A bit."

"Good," he said, starting on her blouse buttons from the top, one at a time and unhurried. "You want to be. It's not nothing." He took it off her shoulders and laid it over the chair. "We'll do it right, though. You'll ask me for each bit of it as we come to it, out loud, because I'm not guessing at you tonight."

"Ask you."

"Ask me," Curtis said. "While he's sat there. And if you'll not ask, then we'll not do it, and there's no harm in that. You can have your tea and I'll see you to the car."

Ruth stood there in her bra with her arms hanging and her breathing gone shallow.

"That's a hard thing to make me do."

"It is."

"Right, then." She undid her own bra and dropped it on the chair, and got out of her jeans and her knickers, and left the lot lying where they fell.

She was stood on a fitted carpet in a house she had never been inside before, with nothing on at all. Her tits hung heavy and swung when she straightened up. Her nipples were hard already, thick and dark, and both inner thighs were shining with it, plain enough to see from where David sat.

Curtis pulled his shirt off and his trousers down and stepped out of them. He was big through the chest and heavy round the middle, with grey coming through the hair on it. His shorts went down after them, and he was half hard and thick even like that. Her hand was on it before he had said a word to her, and she felt the rest of it come up under her fingers.

"Get on that settee. Kneel up on it, facing away from me."

She climbed onto the cushions and knelt facing the wall, arms folded along the top and her chin down on them, and opened her knees without being told. David was sat on the same settee. He shifted round to see and the whole of her was there, arse up, back going up and down with her breathing.

"Ask me for the first of it."

"Fuck me properly first," Ruth said into her own arms. "Get it in my cunt the way you do."

He put himself to her and buried his cock in her cunt in one push, and she cried out loudly into the cushions.

Then he fucked her, and there was nothing careful in it. He had a hand spread over each hip and worked into her hard, and the settee jumped twice on the carpet and stopped against the skirting. She was so wet that David could hear every stroke of it over the crowd noise through the wall. Her tits went heavily with it. Her ring hand had gone white gripping the cushion. He could see the man's cock coming back thick and wet and going straight in again, and his own was throbbing inside five minutes.

"That's it. That's the cock I've wanted all week."

"I've not started yet."

"Harder, then. Go on."

"You'll have plenty."

"And you're not to cum in my cunt yet," Ruth said. "That's not what he's fetched me over here for."

He gave it her until she moaned on every stroke. Then he brought a hand round into her front and worked two fingers roughly on her clit while he was still in her, and she came like that, forehead down on her own arms, her whole back gone rigid. She was still clenching on him when he stopped and stayed put.

That's another man's cock in her, in a room with his daughter's picture in it.

"Right," Curtis said. "Turn round for a minute."

She let go and swung herself round on her knees. He drew back and stood over her, wet through off her cunt.

"Get that in your mouth."

"Hold still a minute," she said, and took his cock in her mouth before he had chance to answer.

She held him up and sucked him with her fist wrapped round what she could not get in, and her other hand went straight down between her own legs. She was noisy about it, and gagged once, and carried on regardless, and her spit ran off him and down onto her own tits. David sat close enough to feel the settee move under him, watching another man's cock go in and out of his wife's mouth, and she was plainly leaking through onto the cushion under her knees.

"Now, then." Curtis gathered a fistful of her hair and moved her off him. "Ask me for the next bit."

She could not get her breath for a moment. He had her by the hair still. Her spit had run off her chin and down her throat, and she never wiped it.

"I want you to open me up."

"Properly, love. In words."

"I want your fingers up my arse," Ruth said, in her own ordinary voice, in a stranger's front room, "so you can get your cock in it after."

Those are my wife's knickers on his rug under a picture of his first wagon.

Curtis pressed a hand between her shoulder blades and eased her down.

"Over that arm, then. Shove that cushion under you."

She folded herself over the rolled settee arm, face down on the seat with a scatter cushion in under her hips, arse up and her feet still on the carpet. Both hands went out and gripped the front edge.

"The bag," David said. "On the hearth there."

Curtis fetched the tube out, gave the box about a second and a half, and dropped it back in. Then he stood at her hip and laid his whole hand over her arse, moving his thumb, and she pushed back onto it, working herself against his palm.

"You're soaking that cushion, love."

"It'll dry."

He did it properly. He got her running again first, two fingers working her cunt until she moaned into the seat, and only then did he start on her with the other hand. One finger, most of it, and stopped.

Ruth's whole body went stiff.

"Wait," she said. "Wait a minute."

He waited, and moved absolutely nothing. He kept the two fingers going in her cunt and left the other exactly where it was, and the fire hissed, and beyond the wall somebody nearly scored.

"Right," she got out. "Go on."

"Say it."

"Go on. More."

He worked in more of it, and then two of them, and it took a long while, and he never once hurried. David got up, went round, and knelt down on that fitted carpet with his face a foot from hers. Her eyes were open. Her mouth was open. There was sweat on her top lip and a bit of hair stuck to it.

"Look at me."

"I am looking at you."

"He's got two fingers up your arse," David said. "You're taking it."

"I'm taking it."

"What's it like?"

"It burns badly. And I'd not have him stop for owt." She shut her mouth and got a swallow down. "Don't stop. Don't you dare go any slower."

Behind her Curtis worked more of the stuff into her, in and out, slowly, and she began to push back onto his hand. After a bit she was moving on it herself, all of her, in a rhythm.

"You're doing right," he said. "That's you doing that, love, not me."

"Then give me the rest of it."

"Then ask."

"I'm asking you," Ruth said loudly, with her cheek down on his cushions. "Put your cock up my arse. I'm asking you for it while my husband's sat there, and I'll ask you twice if you want me to."

Curtis got up behind her and set the head of it against her and held it steady.

"You'll not have it all at once," he said. "You'll have a bit, and we'll stop, and then you'll have some more."

"Yes. All right."

"And if you want it out, you say the word and it comes out. That's all there is to it."

"Just do it. Please."

He pushed, and she let out a low, long noise from right down in her chest, and her chin came up off the cushion. He went in about an inch and stopped dead. He stayed there. One hand lay in the small of her back and the other held her hip, and he held dead still for the best part of a minute while she got hold of herself.

I'm knelt on this carpet in a house in Sheffield watching her take it.

David had his hand on her neck under her hair. He could feel her going.

"There," Curtis said. "That's you past the worst."

"That's not the worst of it."

"It is, love. It gets better from here, and then it gets good."

He fed her another bit. Then he stopped, and waited again, and she took a fistful of the cover and pushed her face down in it. Her breathing had dropped right down and was coming in through her teeth. Every time he stopped she came back a little, and every time she came back he gave her more of his cock, and it carried on that way until his belly was against her arse.

Nobody said anything. The gas fire hissed. The chemist's carrier sat gaping on the tiles beside two mugs of cold tea.

He's doing the one thing nobody's ever done to her, and I paid four pound nineteen for the stuff.

"Now then," Curtis said. "Have you got your hand?"

"No."

"Get it under you."

She worked her hand down under herself and started on her own clit, and inside half a minute the whole of her changed. It came up through her legs. She braced her knees against the settee and pushed back onto his cock deliberately, an inch, and then another, and then she was doing it herself.

"Look at that," David said.

"I can't see owt from here."

"You're moving on it. You're doing that yourself."

"I know. Aye." She turned her face out of the cushion. Her eyes were wet and her nose was running and she did not care about any of it. "Tell me what it looks like."

"His cock's all the way up your arse," David said, "and there's my ring on that hand, and your fingers going on your own cunt, and you've been at that hall all week doing the tickets."

"Go on."

"You're dripping down your leg with it."

"My cunt's running and he's not even in it."

"That's the last thing there was, and you're giving it away in a front room in Sheffield with the football on next door."

"Don't stop talking to me," she said.

He carried on. He knelt on a stranger's carpet with his belt undone and his own cock out in his fist, wet at the end of it already, and he talked to his wife the whole way through it.

Curtis began to move properly then. He took her by the shoulder and drew her up off the settee arm onto her hands, so her back arched and her tits swung right down. Then he fucked her arse steadily, long strokes, nearly out of her and then right back up her, and she took every bit of it. She was loud now. She was saying things that were not words at all, and her arms were shaking underneath her.

"You're going to cum," he said. "Aren't you?"

"Yes."

"Go on, then. Do it while it's in you."

"Cum in me when I do," she said. "Go on. Fill my arse up while he's sat there."

"I'll not need asking twice."

"I'm going to cum with a cock up my arse," Ruth said, "and my husband watching me do it."

She came with her arms straight and her head hanging between them, and it went the entire length of her. She clenched and clenched again. She was still going when his hands left her hips and clamped the tops of her thighs. He hauled her back onto him and emptied himself up her arse with his teeth set and no sound out of him at all.

He stayed there a moment. Then he drew slowly back out of her. There was cum on the back of her thigh and a wet patch spreading under her on the cushion, and she dropped forward on her front and let it.
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Nobody said much for a while.

Curtis lifted a box of tissues off the telly and gave her the lot. Then he went through to the kitchen and fetched her a glass of water. He got his trousers on. She sat sideways on the settee arm with her own towel under her and drank the whole glass off.

"How are you?"

"I'm all right. I've had better ideas." She shifted herself carefully on the towel. "I can feel your cum coming out of me and I can't do a thing about it."

He gave a short laugh and pulled his shirt on. "You'll be sore tomorrow," he said, tucking himself in, "and it'll be gone by Monday. Get a bath in you before bed, that's all. You did well, that. I've had them ask for it and go off it inside a minute."

"I'll not be going off it."

"No," Curtis said. "I could see that."

She got dressed quite calmly in front of the pair of them, and put her earrings back in at the mirror over the fire. Then she went out to the hall for her boots, and David heard her stop.

She had sat herself on the third stair from the bottom with one boot in her hand. She pulled the first one on carefully. Then she sat with the other a second, and laid her palm on the tread beside her before she started.

Curtis slipped the chain at the front and pulled the door open on the street.

"You want to go back down the hill and left at the bottom, not right. Right takes you into town and you'll be sat there all night." He held his hand out and David shook it. "Ruth. Let me know."

"I will do," she said.

The door shut firmly behind them and the light over the path went with it.

There's another man's cum running out of her and she's got her seatbelt on.
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She had the heater turned up full before they were at the bottom of the hill. David drove with his cock still hard from a room he had walked out of twenty minutes since.

She was quiet as far as the parkway. She sat tipped over onto one hip and shifted twice before she settled. Then she put the interior light on and took a sheet of paper out of her handbag.

"Right. Tell me if this is too long."

"Go on."

"Ladies and gentlemen, on behalf of the committee." She held it up to the light and read it out to him steadily while he drove. The thank-yous, the fundraising, the ones who gave and the ones who did the work. Karen's pies. Bill for doing them the meat at a price. "And then I sit down. Have I left anybody out?"

"Ken Sutton."

"I've got Ken. He's in with the drains, look." She turned the paper round in the light and showed him a line of her own handwriting he could not read at seventy miles an hour, then folded it away in her bag. "Is that two minutes, do you think?"

"It's about right," David said.
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Sean had the hall on a Tuesday. He had done since long before the refit. The chairs, the shutter, the boiler that wanted bleeding before anybody else got cold, and he came at six and was off home by half past seven, and there was no moving him off it.

So Ruth took the Wednesday.

Her mother had the room Thursday mornings for the group. Karen was at her sister's at Tuxford midweek and had been for eleven years, and Ken Sutton would not come out after dark in March for anything short of a burst pipe. She sat at her own kitchen table on the Monday with the seating plan in front of her and worked all of it out carefully. It was the same job as keeping the Enderbys off the Rabys.

Then she rang him from the hall, off the phone in the passage, stood under the fire notice with her coat still on.

"It's Ruth. No, nothing's up," she said, stood with her back to the double doors and the cord pulled out as far as it would go. "Are you fit for a Wednesday?"

He was coming back off a drop at Lincoln that teatime and it put him on that road anyway. He could be with her by eight and he wanted away by ten, because it was five o'clock again in the morning, and he might have been quoting a man for a pallet.

"Not the house," Ruth said. "The hall. Where I do the teas."

He asked her where he was to put the van.

"There's a yard behind the building with a gate across it," she said, turning round slowly and looking down the empty room at the boards and the stacked trestles and the shutter up over the counter. "You come off the lane by the rec and there's nothing overlooks it. I'll have the gate open."

"That's no bother."

"And come in the back, not the front."

"I'd worked that out."

"I'll tell you what it is," she said, with her heart banging and one hand on the notice board. "I want your cock in me in the room I'm in three days a week. I'll be stood in that kitchen Thursday morning pouring my mother a cup of tea, and I want to be doing it full of you."

He was quiet a second.

"Eight, then," Curtis said.

She put the phone back on its cradle and stayed where she was with her hand on it. Aching, in a cold building, on her own. Then she went and got six trestles out and had the top table up and in line with the counter before her hands stopped shaking.
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She told David that night at the table, with the plan between them.

"Wednesday. Eight till ten. He's a drop at Lincoln, so it's on his road."

David put his fork down properly.

"Where?"

"The hall."

He looked at her a good while over her own seating plan. She let him. She never filled any of it in for him.

"And the van?"

"Round the back, in the yard, and the gate shut behind him," she said, lifting the teapot and topping him up, because his hand had gone still on the cloth. "Nobody sees a thing off that lane. It's not like it is at ours, with him stood under a lamp for Brian Ackroyd to read."

"You've had a think about all this."

He said it steadily, and she noticed he had not touched his tea.

"I've had nowt else in my head since Saturday."

He sat back and looked his wife over across her own paperwork.

"You're a game woman, Ruth."

"I'm a woman who wants a cock in her on Wednesday," she said, and moved a card two places down the plan, "and there's three nights left in this month I can have one. Are you coming up or not?"

"I'm coming up."

"Then walk it. I'll not have two cars stood on that lane."

She did the washing-up facing the window. Her hands went hot in the water and stayed hot. By the time the last pan was done she was soaked through and stood there letting it happen to her. Two days.

She thought about the bolt on that yard gate. She thought about a man who had never once set foot in that hall, and about his cock going up her by them urns. It ran down the backs of her legs and settled and would not shift.

Dawn rang at nine and talked for twenty minutes on the raffle and on Marlon's back. Ruth said aye in the right places with her thighs pressed together on a kitchen chair and an ache low in her the whole twenty minutes.

"You'll be up at that hall all week, I suppose."

"Most nights."

"You want somebody else shifting them tables for you," Dawn said, and went quiet a second, and Ruth heard a door shut at her end. "You're all right, though, aren't you. Only you sound like you're stood there smiling at nowt."

"I've got somebody doing the tables," Ruth said.

She's telling me about Marlon's back and I've a haulier coming Wednesday to fuck me in that hall.
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Karen came at six and would not go.

She brought the tombola prizes in two carriers and a list of who had given what, and she planted herself in front of the top table in her coat and read the list out. Ruth got the cloths onto the top table while she did it. Her grandmother's damask, pressed and hanging evenly off both ends, the leaves showing in it when the lights caught them.

"You've never got them out already."

"They want airing before Saturday."

"That's your grandma's, that."

"It is."

"Then I'll not stand a tombola on it," she said, shifting the carriers clear of the table and setting them down carefully by the wall. "I'll want that raffle book off you Friday, mind."

She stopped another twenty minutes about the guttering and went at ten past seven. Ruth walked her out and waited in the cold while she got down the step. Then she shut the doors, turned the key in the new lock, and shot the bottom bolt for good measure. The sound of it carried right down the empty room behind her.

I've locked my own front door so a haulier out of Sheffield can fuck me behind it.

She had fifty minutes and she used every one of them.

She got the rest of the trestles up and the cloths on, ten tables and the top one, then walked the room twice, the plan in her hand, moving cards about. The hire crates stood under the counter with the china still in the straw and the four short ones still short. She filled the near urn and switched it on so there was hot water on tap, and it started ticking and knocking its way up to the boil, same as it always had. She killed the lights at the far end and left the two banks by the kitchen going, because a hall lit right through shows from the top of the lane.

Then she stopped at the counter and looked at the room she had raised four thousand pound for.

Her nipples had been standing for an hour and more and her knickers were stuck to her, and she left both of them alone. She leaned on the stainless with her arms straight and let it come up through her. It was a long while going off her again.

At five to she went into the store and took her knickers off, balanced on one leg with a hand on the shelf. She folded them and put them in her coat pocket on the peg. Then she came back and stood quietly at the sink with nothing under her jeans, in a room she held the keys to.

The notice was back from the council and pinned on the board by the counter, where it had to be by law for the licensed period, with her name printed across the top. MRS R. COYLE. She had posted the form off herself with a stamp out of that tin.

The knock came at the back door at two minutes past, and David was through the yard behind him with the good torch swinging in his hand.
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Curtis brought the cold in off the yard on his coat, with his boots already off and held in one hand, because there was new lino down and he'd asked her about it on the phone.

"It's a proper job, this," he said, standing them tidily by the mat and having a look down the stainless. "Who did it for you?"

"A firm out of Worksop, and a lad from down the road finished it."

"They've made a decent fist of that," he said, laying his coat over a chair back. "And you raised for the lot?"

"Two winters."

"Aye. You would have."

David came in behind him, put the torch down on the drainer, and pushed the door to after them. The gap under it was a good three quarters of an inch now, and the draw off the cold room came through on her ankles.

"How long have you got?" she said.

"Hour and a half. Less, if that road's bad."

"Then leave your shirt on. There's no time in it."

Curtis laughed at that and started on his cuffs anyway. "Fetch two of them chairs down."

She went to the stack by the wall and lifted two off the top. The hall's own, grey seats, with the feet Sean had put on them at his own table. She stood one in the middle of the floor for the man. The other she carried down to the sink end for her husband and set down facing in. Neither of them said a word.

Then she got her jumper off and dropped it on the worktop, and undid her bra and laid it on top of the jumper. The cold in that kitchen got at her properly then, on every bare bit of her, and it made no difference to the throb she had come in with. She unfastened her jeans, pushed them down, and stepped clear of the lot. Her socks stayed on, because that floor was freezing.

She was bare in the kitchen of the Memorial Hall in nothing but a pair of socks, with a hundred and twenty of somebody else's plates stacked in the straw behind her.

"Come and stand here a minute."

She went over. He took her face in one hand and kissed her hard. The other went flat over her cunt and stopped there, holding her, not moving at all. She was so wet that she heard it herself when he finally took the hand away.

"You've been like this a while."

"Since Monday dinnertime," Ruth said.

"Get on me, then," he said, sitting down and opening his belt and shoving everything down out of the way. His cock was up off his belly already, thick, and not the whole way there yet. She had hold of it before she had properly decided to, and it went the rest of the way hard in her fist. "Facing that door. I want you looking at the way you came in."

"Why the door?"

"Because I'll not be moving tonight," he said, taking his hands off her and laying them flat on his own knees. "That's how it is tonight. You'll do every bit of it yourself and I'll sit here and let you."

Ruth stood over him, heart going.

"You'll not move at all."

"Not an inch. If you want fucking you can fuck yourself on me, and I'll watch you do it."

"That's a rotten trick, that."

"It is," he agreed.

She turned round. She reached back between her own legs and got hold of his cock and rubbed the head of it up and down her cunt, twice, three times, until it was slick with her. Then she set it against her hole and sat down on the whole length of it in one go. She cried out at the ceiling, and the sound of that went straight out under the door.

Then she started, and he did nothing at all.

His hands stopped where he had put them and stayed there. She had her feet on the lino either side of his. She worked herself on his cock slowly at first, thighs going hard, because he was too much of a stretch to be quick with. Then not slowly. Her tits swung heavily with it. The chair shifted a quarter inch and stopped. She could hear exactly how wet she was over the urn, and it made no odds to her who else could.

"Over here, Ruth."

Her eyes came up. Her husband was sat on a hall chair by the deep sink with his coat still on, knees apart, the flat of his hand pressed on himself through his trousers.

"Whose idea was this, then?"

Her thighs were burning already. She lifted herself nearly the whole way off him and sat back down slowly on the whole of his cock.

"There's a man's cock right up me in your committee room," Ruth got out, "and I fetched him here."

"Go on."

His hand was moving openly on himself now.

"I rang him and I picked the night and I locked them doors myself." She dropped down onto it and took him and lost the end of the sentence somewhere.

He's sat there with his hands on his knees and I'm doing every stroke of this myself.

She got a hand down between her legs and started rubbing her clit while she rode him, and she was loud with it before she had gone a minute. She could feel him right inside her, going nowhere, dragging on every lift. Curtis left his hands lying flat behind her and let her have him, and said nothing for a good while.

"You're running down my leg, love."

"You'll live."

"Shift yourself a bit further forward, then."

"Don't talk to me like I'm reversing a wagon," she gasped, and did it anyway, and it came up her altogether different from there. "Oh. Oh, that's it."

"That's better, is it."

"That's your cock on the front wall of me," Ruth groaned, "and I can't stop doing it. I don't care who hears me either."

Her thighs went at about four minutes. They started shaking under her badly, and she had to stop with him buried right up in her and sit down hard on him, panting.

"Go on, then," Curtis said.

"Give me a minute…"

"You'll get as long as you want. It'll not be me that finishes this."

She got her hands back onto his thighs, took her weight on his legs, and started again. It came easier that way. She could lift right off his cock and drop back down onto it, and she did, over and over. Her arse smacked down on his thighs every time. He came out of her shining wet on every lift and drove straight back into her. Her cunt made a noise in that kitchen that a person could plainly have heard from the yard.

"Talk to him, then," she said.

"He can see it."

His cock was throbbing up inside her. The man behind it had not shifted a finger and his breathing had hardly altered.

"Tell him what it looks like anyway."

"There's not a lot to tell," Curtis said pleasantly, and never shifted a muscle. "Your wife's fetched me an hour up a road on a school night, and she's sat on my cock in her own hall doing all the work herself."

"What else, then?"

The urn cut out behind them and the room went quieter for it.

"She'll be doing the teas in this kitchen Saturday, and half this village will eat their dinners off them plates, and not one of them will know she's had my cock up her in it."

David had his belt undone by then and his cock out in his fist, working it slowly, not taking his eyes off the join of them.

"Ruth."

"Mm."

"Are you close?"

"I'm close," she said. Her head was back and the sweat had come up on her. "I want it out of him with him sat there doing nowt for me. That's what I want out of tonight. I want to cum on a man who's not so much as lifted a finger."

"Then get it," her husband said.

"I'm getting it. I'm nearly there…"

Then the draught changed on her ankles, and the kitchen door swung open.
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Ryan stood in it. The room was black behind him and he was holding a set of keys.

There was nothing on that door to hold it. He had planed the bottom of it himself in February and hung it back on. It swung like a shop door now. It had not made a sound.

Nobody moved. Curtis's hands never left his knees. David was on the chair by the sink, his own cock still out.

Ruth looked straight at him. He looked straight back at her. She did not stop.

It took him about a second. He saw her tits and her open knees and her hand between them. He saw where the man's cock went into her. He saw the man's face over her shoulder. Then he turned his head six inches and saw her husband sat on a hall chair with his belt hanging open and his hand on himself. She watched him get to the end of it.

The cockiness went out of his face altogether, and he could not do a thing with what was left.

"I've come for my ladder," he said.

His voice had gone. Ruth kept moving on the man beneath her, with her fingers still working on her clit. She never once put a hand up to cover any part of herself.

He's stood in my kitchen door and he can see the lot of me, and he can see my husband sat there with his cock out, and I'm still going.

She was going to cum. It came up out of nowhere with the lad stood there, faster and bigger than it had been building all evening. She let her head go forward and rode it off the man under her with the lad's face right there in front of her.

"Oh." She got hold of the top of Curtis's thigh. "Oh, you can watch me do this, then. Go on."

She came like that, in front of him, her thighs shaking and her cunt clenching down hard on a cock she had put in herself. The sound she made went out of that kitchen and away into the black behind him. Her eyes stayed open on him the whole time it took her.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

Ryan still had the keys held against his chest in both hands.

Ruth got her breath. She was still sat on him, and she could feel her own pulse working away on him.

"It's in the cupboard by the back wall," she said. "Behind the door, where you left it in November."

It came out flat and helpful, exactly as she would have said it to him at nine in the morning. That was when he went. He got back a step and pulled the door to after him carefully, with both hands on it. They heard him go up the boards in the dark. The front doors banged against the bolt and rattled out of the other one.

David was already up and across the kitchen.

He went out, and Ruth heard him go down the boards and stop. Then boots going away fast on the road outside, down the hill, and nothing at all after them, and he came back and stood in the doorway with the torch he had never switched on.

"That's Ryan. He's walked it."

"I know who it was."

"Do you want to stop?" Curtis said behind her, as level as he had asked about the lino.

"No," Ruth said. "Take hold of me."
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He put his hands on her hips then, for the first time all night, and it went straight through her.

He pulled her right down onto him and started working up into her from underneath, hard, both hands spread over her, lifting her and dropping her back onto his cock. She let him do all of it. Her hands went onto his knees and she shoved herself down to meet him, and the chair went across the lino and fetched up against the cupboard with a bang.

David came off the doorway and shut that door and stood with his back against it.

Then he came across and stood at her shoulder and looked down at his wife taking it.

"He'll have seen your tits," David said.

"He'll have seen more than my tits." Her nipples were up hard and she was rubbing at her own clit again, roughly. "He watched me cum on it. He watched me from that door with his keys in his hand, and he watched my cunt going on a man he's never met."

"Say that again."

"He'll be in the Crown by now," Ruth said, "with my face in his head, and I'm still on it."

The man was lifting her off his thighs and dropping her back, and he was breathing exactly the same as he had been before the door went.

"She's just come with a lad stood watching her," Curtis said over her shoulder, evenly, "and she's still on me."

"I am." Ruth had her eyes shut and her head back against him. "Cum in me. Go on. I'll be back in here at half nine tomorrow doing teas, and I want it running out of me while my mother's stood at that sink."

"Aye, you will."

He was going hard and quick under her by then and his breathing had finally gone.

"Fill me up, then," she said, "and let me go home to him with it in me."

She came the second time about three minutes after that. Her mouth was open and nothing with any shape to it came out. He emptied himself up her while it was still going through her, and held her down on his cock with both arms locked round her belly until he had done.

Then he sat under her, breathing, and let her sit.

She stopped there a while with him still up her. Her heart was going and her thighs were shaking against the outside of his. Her husband was stood right there, holding himself, and said nothing at all for a good minute.

She got up off him carefully, holding the stainless. His cum came out of her as she lifted and went straight onto the new lino, and she looked down at that a second.

My mother will be stood on this bit of floor at half nine tomorrow with a teapot in her hand.

Then she fetched the blue roll off the shelf and got down on her knees in her socks and dealt with it herself, on the lino she had picked the colour of.
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Curtis got his trousers up and his belt done and rinsed his hands at the sink.

"Is he one that'll talk?"

"He's twenty-eight," Ruth said.

"That's not an answer, love."

"No, it isn't."

He dried his hands slowly on the roller towel and looked properly at the pair of them, one and then the other.

"I'll say what I know and then I'll get off," he said, lifting his coat off the chair back. "I've been at this a long while, and it's never once been the one you're frightened of. It'll likely not be him that tells it, but whoever he tells it to."

"No."

"Do you want me to stop away a bit?"

"No," Ruth said.

"Right you are," he said, putting the coat on and doing the two middle buttons. "You know where I am, then."

He got his boots on at the mat, asked David whether that gate wanted lifting on the latch, and shook his hand on the step. Ruth waited there in her jumper with nothing underneath it and watched him reverse out into the lane with one arm along the seat. The reversing light went white up the back wall of the building, and off again.
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She locked the yard gate, came in, and put her jeans on. Then she got back on with the room.

She straightened the cloth at the top where the chair had been dragged over it. She got the plan off the board and put four cards carefully back where they belonged. David went down the room and pushed the bolt home and stood looking at it a good while with both hands in his coat pockets.

"He's had that key since the job finished," he said, when he came back.

"He has."

"And nobody ever asked him for it."

"Nobody ever asked anybody for anything in this village," Ruth said, folding the last cloth neatly over her arm. "There's four keys to this building and I'd have told you there was three."

David sat down heavily on the chair the man had been on. He looked wrung out and grey round the mouth.

"Ruth."

"Mm."

"Did you know it was him? When the door went."

"I knew before he opened his mouth."

"And you carried on."

"I carried on," she said, hanging the cloth over the chair back. "I'll give it you straight, because you'll be going over it all night otherwise. I saw him stood there and I looked at him and I came all over that man's cock, and I knew fine well what I was doing while I did it."

David put his hands over his face a second, then took them away.

"Right," he murmured.

"You did ask."

"I did ask."

She turned the lights off at the near end. There was a load of him still leaking down her. She stood a moment in the half dark with her legs together and let him run, and her head went back to that doorway and the lad's keys pressed against his chest. She was wet again over it, stood in her own committee room with his cum on her thighs, three nights before the whole village came to eat in it.

She lifted her coat off the peg with her knickers still folded in the pocket.

"Come on," she said. "I want my bath."

They went out the back way. She locked up and tried the handle twice.

Down the hill the Crown had its lights on and the door propped open, and there were men stood outside it in the cold.
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David had been in the Crown three times he could put a name to, and two of them were after funerals.

He walked up on the Thursday at nine, and he walked it. There were four stood outside under the lamp, collars up, backs against the wall. He said goodnight civilly to the lot of them and got it back off three.

Inside it was hot enough to take your coat off at the door. The fire was banked right up down the far end, there were twenty-odd in, and the carpet was the same carpet as when he was courting. Vic had a glass down off the shelf before he was properly at the bar.

"You're a stranger," he said, holding it up to the light and giving it a wipe he did not need to give it. "Is it bitter?"

"Go on, then."

It came up short, with a head on it like washing-up water. Vic stood it on the towel without passing a remark about either. David paid him for it. He took it down by the door, put his back to the wall, and drank it anyway.

Ryan was down by the fire with two others and a domino box open between them.

He clocked David in about four seconds. David watched it happen. The head coming round slowly, then the rest of him going still, then his eyes down on a game he had not been playing a minute before. Ryan picked his pint up and set it carefully back down again without any of it going near his mouth.

There's a lad down by that fire who's watched my wife cum on another man's cock, and he'll not turn his head.

David's prick came up and throbbed against the front of his trousers. He was stood in a village pub he never drank in with a bad pint going warm in front of him, and he kept his back flat on that wall and stopped there.

David stopped the best part of an hour. There was a gearbox on a Discovery and what the man had been quoted for it, and then the state of the road up past the church, and then a caravan somebody's brother-in-law had bought at Skegness without once looking underneath it. Nobody looked over at him. The talk carried on exactly as it had before he walked in. If it was in that pub it was going round the outside of him.

He had a good look about him over the top of the glass and went steadily round that room man by man, wondering which of them had heard it and which of them had not. The one at the bar with his back turned. The two on the fruit machine. Any of them might have had it off Ryan by now, and any of them might be stood there with his pint in his hand and a picture of Ruth's tits in his head.

Colin Raby's lad came in about half nine and went straight down to the dominoes, and the three of them laughed at whatever it was. David could not hear a word of it from where he stood, and he was never going to know whether it was anything at all.

Then Ryan got his coat on. He told the other two he was off and went out the side door into the yard, with a good half pint stood on the table behind him. Vic came down after a bit and collected it and never asked.

"He's away early," Vic grumbled.

"He's up at six," one of them said. "He's Grimsby and back before dinner."

David drank the rest of his and walked home down the hill in the cold.
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Ruth was at the kitchen table with the seating plan and two raffle books, and she looked up when the door went.

"Was he in?"

"He was."

"And what did he do?"

"He went out the side," David said, hanging his coat up on the hook. "He'd a good half pint standing."

She wrote a figure in the column and drew a line under it.

"How was this morning?"

"Twelve of them, and my mother pouring," Ruth said, putting the biro down on her list. "I did four pots and got the tea towels in off the line and stopped there the full hour. And Marjorie had that chair."

"What chair?"

"The one out of the middle of the floor. I'd put it back on the stack myself." She said it flat, with her eyes on the seating plan. "She got it down again herself, because the others are hard on her hip."

A woman of eighty and a folding chair. David stood in his own kitchen doorway with a hand pushed down in his pocket, shifting himself where he stood.

"Right," he said.

"She sat on it the whole morning with a saucer on her knee, and I poured for her twice over," Ruth said, pressing the plan flat under her hand. "That's the chair I got fucked on, and it's back on that stack now with all the others, and on Saturday night there'll be a person eating their dinner off it."

"Did it get at you?"

"I stood at that sink at half nine this morning with my cunt running and my mother in that room," she said. "You can call that got at if you like. I'd have had his cock in me at eleven o'clock in the morning with the pots still out and that group of hers sat in the next room."

He lay awake a good while after she had gone off, and got up once for a glass of water he did not drink.
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Ted Naylor came in on the Friday morning with a brown envelope he had not opened.

"It's been stood on my mantelpiece since a week last Tuesday," he said, getting his cap off and dropping the envelope on the desk like it was warm. "You have it. I've enough on."

David slit it open with the paperknife.

"It's your statement of account."

"Is it bad?"

"It's nil. It's telling you you owe nothing."

"It's never nil, that." Ted leaned over to read it upside down. Then he pulled the chair out and sat himself down uninvited. "They don't put a window in the front of an envelope to tell a man there's nowt wrong. That's not what them windows are for."

"It's nil, Ted," David muttered.

"Well," he said, turning his cap round slowly by the peak. "I'll have it back off you, then, and I'll put it where it were on that mantelpiece."

He sat back and got himself comfortable. He was stopping a while. He was on about the lad again, though not the saws this time. The lad was on at him to leave at sixteen and come on the machines full time. Ted was not having it. He had said so twice, plainly, and been told he was old.

"Do you know what he comes out with? He says, Dad, you left at fifteen." Ted laughed quietly at himself. "And I says aye, and look at me. He'd no answer for that one at the time, mind. He'll have thought of one by Sunday dinner."

Marjorie had that chair under her all morning, and my wife stood there pouring for her.

David got the statement back in its envelope for him.

"Are you all right?" Ted said, watching him properly across the desk. "You've not heard a word of that."

"I've a do on tomorrow night."

"Aye, you have an' all." He stood up and got the cap back on. "Our lass has been on about that kitchen of yours since Christmas. Is it as good as they're all saying?"

"It's a good kitchen," David said.

Ted's wife would be up at that hall tomorrow night with her dinner in front of her, sat on a seat Ruth had quite possibly been fucked on. David sat there patiently working out the odds of it.
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He had the float out on the table when Dawn knocked.

It had gone six and he had the bank bags out on the cloth. Ten pound in fifties, five in twenties, and a bag of coppers for the raffle, with a rubber band carefully round each. He knew the knock. Ruth was up at the hall till nine. She had been up there since five doing a seating plan for the room where another man's cock had been up her on the Wednesday, and David had spent a fair bit of the afternoon on that.

"She's not in," he said, getting the door back.

"I know she's not," Dawn said, coming past him into the kitchen with her coat done right up to the neck. "That's why I've come now."

"Sit down, then. I'll put the kettle on."

"I'll not have owt."

She stood at the end of the table with her hands pushed down in her coat pockets. Her eyes went down over the money and stayed there. David sat down again slowly at the bags. There was one other person alive who knew whose cunt it had been on that hall floor, and she was stood squarely over him in her buttoned coat, waiting.

"Marlon come in Thursday night," she said, "and he had it out of his mouth before his coat were off."

David got the band round the twenties.

"Go on."

"There's been carryings-on at that hall of a night." She got it out all in one go, with both hands still down in her pockets. "Somebody's walked in on it and told it in the Crown, and it's been round that pub twice since Wednesday. He got it off Colin Raby's lad. And the lad had it off somebody else, and I'll not pretend to you I don't know who."

"No, you'll not," David said.

"And do you want what else there is? Because there's a name gone on it, and it's not hers," Dawn said, and her mouth went thin on it. "It's Sean's."

David sat quite still with the bag of twenties half banded. Two days that pub had spent on a woman getting fucked in the hall his wife had spent two winters raising the money for, and they were happily hanging the wrong name on it.

"Sean's," he said.

"Whose else would it be? He's the caretaker. He's got the keys and he's up there of a night on his own with a box of spanners. And honestly there's not a soul in this village knows the first thing about him." She took her hands out of her pockets at last. "So that's the version they've got. Sean's had a woman up at that hall and a lad's walked in on the pair of them. They've not got as far as who she is. They're bloody enjoying that part."

"Right, then."

"And I sat there at my own table while my husband told me it," Dawn said, "and I buttered him a bit of bread and I said fancy that."

She had to stop then. David got up and filled the kettle after all, so that he had his back to her. She stood there quietly and let him.

"I've told that man one lie in my life," she said. "It were Thursday, over a plate of chops."

"Dawn, listen…"

"I'm not after being talked round." She sat herself carefully on the corner chair with her coat still on. "I'd do it again tonight and I know full well what I've done. Was you in that room?"

He turned round.

"I was."

"Sat in it."

"Sat in it."

"Right," Dawn murmured, looking at the wood. "Right, then."

The kettle got going behind him and neither of them said a word until it had finished.

"You want to get her off them thank-yous. That's all I've come up this lane to say." She had both hands on her knees and the thumbs going. "Let Karen stand up and do it, or Ken, or the vicar's wife, and let her stop in that kitchen where she's got a job to be doing. Because she'll be stood up on her own in front of a full room tomorrow night, and there'll be some sat in it who've heard summat and don't rightly know what."

"I'll put it to her."

"You'll put it to her." Dawn was on her feet and pushing the chair neatly back in. "And she'll tell you no."

"She might not."

"She'll tell you no in about four words, and you know she will," she said, stopping in the doorway to get her collar straight. "I'm frightened for her, David. I've said it to her face and I'll say it to yours. And I'll be sat in that room tomorrow at half seven with my hair done, next to a man I've lied to, clapping her."

She went off down the path. He heard the gate go and then her heels going up the lane.

David went back to the bags of change. He got the coppers done and banded and the whole lot stacked away in the tin. Then he sat there quietly with his palm over the lid.

My wife takes a stranger bare in a building this village paid for, and the ones who've heard it have got the wrong man's name.

He sat there a minute with the heel of his hand pressed down hard on himself. Then he put the tin on the dresser next to the other one. Then he stood a minute at the window with the light off.
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She came in at twenty past nine with the raffle books under her arm and her hands red raw off the cold. Under the coat she still had her hall clothes on, the grey jumper and the old jeans, and you could see her nipples through the wool, stood right out, and they had plainly been that way since she got out of the car.

He gave it her straight, start to finish, stood up at the table while she got her coat off. She hung it carefully on the hook, and then stopped with her hand still on the peg and left it there.

"Sean's name," she said.

"Sean's name."

"They've put my mess on Sean." She sat down at her own table and laid both hands out on the wood. "He said no to us and stepped right back off the lot of it. He's the only one of the three of us who's done a decent thing since Christmas, and it's his name that's going round a public house."

"There's nowt to be done about it. If I go up there and tell them it's not him, I've told them it's somebody."

"I know that, and I'm not asking you to," she said, and went quiet for a bit. "I'll say a thing to him myself."

"You'll not say owt to him."

"I'll say a thing to him," Ruth said, "and it'll not be that one. Leave me to work out what it is."

He set a cup down beside her and she never once touched it. She was sat with her thighs pressed hard together under her own kitchen table.

"And Dawn's lied to Marlon."

"She has."

"I've done that as well, then," she sighed, turning the cup round a quarter turn where it stood, and then another, and leaving it alone. "That's two of us she's carrying about with her."

He watched her sit there with it. Then he saw her breathing go, and she took her hands off the cloth and put them in her lap under the table.

"Ruth."

"Don't ask me."

"You're sat there thinking about Wednesday night."

"I'm sat here soaked through thinking about Wednesday night," she said, as level as anything, looking straight at him. "There's grown men in a public house telling one another somebody got walked in on in my hall. They've no idea it were me, and I'm sat at this table wet through with it." She had not raised her voice once. "There's a lad down there who's seen my cunt with another man's cock in it and seen you sat watching. I've thought about hardly owt else for two days. I got halfway up them stairs tonight with my hand inside my own jeans before I made myself come back down and do the raffle books." She put her hands back on the cloth. "Make of that what you like. I've stopped trying to."

David had gone thick and aching about the second sentence in, and he stopped in that chair and let her finish.

"Let Karen do the thank-yous."

"No."

"Nobody would think a thing about it. You've been on your feet all week. You've the dinners for that whole room to get out. You'd every reason in the world to hand it over."

"No," Ruth said.

"They'll be looking at you the whole time you're stood up there."

"Some of them will."

"And you'll know they are."

"I will know they are." His steady wife got up and rinsed the cup she had not drunk and stood it upside down to drain. "I sat in that hall with a clipboard and my hands going numb while everybody else was at home with their fire on. I got that kitchen paid for. I'll be the one thanks them for it. If there's forty in there who've heard a bit of it and are watching me while I do it, then they can watch."

She turned the tap off firmly and dried her hands on the towel.

"I'd sooner be looked at for what I've actually done," she said, "than for a raffle."

They went up at eleven. He got his hand on her in the dark and she was hot and running against his fingers straight off. She pushed onto him twice. Then she reached down and took firm hold of his wrist.

"Not now, love. I've to be up at six."

[image: ]


He fetched the meat at half seven on the Saturday.

Two trays of it out of Bill's cold room. Thirty pound of shoulder, rolled and tied and sat in foil, and the smell of it filled the car the whole way down. Ruth had been up there since seven. The doors were propped and there were two lights on over the counter. Both urns were going by the time he got the trays through the hatch.

Ruth was down at the top table in her apron with her sleeves pushed up, counting knives out onto her grandmother's damask. David stood at the hatch a minute and watched her do it. She had a pencil pushed behind her ear and her hair up in a clip. She was stood at the spot where another man had had her sat on top of him.

His cock was stood right up at eight o'clock on a Saturday morning, and he stopped at that hatch a good deal longer than he needed to.

Ryan's van came into the yard at ten past eight.

He came in the back way and got his boots off at the mat, and left them where they dropped. Ruth had the hire crate open on the top table. He went straight down the room past her to the cupboard by the back wall and got the step-ladder out from behind the door.

"Ryan," Ruth said.

"I've to get on."

He said it straight down at the crate. He folded the ladder and had some trouble with it in the door frame, and on the way past he gave David one look, the same as he would have given anybody stood in a doorway he wanted through.

Then he came back in.

He put the key down on the stainless by the till tin and plainly meant it to be found there. He had never once been asked for it. He said nothing at all about what it was, and then he went out to the van, started it, and reversed round into the lane.

Ruth came across and picked the key up and stood there quietly with it in her hand.

A lad who has seen my wife's cunt has just put a key down on that counter and walked out of the building.

"That's the four," she said.

"Is that the lot?"

"It's the lot I know about." She put it away in her cardigan pocket. "I'd have got that door done myself in the end."

David carried the trays into the cold room and pushed the door to with his boot. He stopped in there a minute with the trays down and both hands on the cold shelf. Everybody who had bought a ticket was coming tonight to eat that meat in a room his wife had been fucked in on the Wednesday.

Ken Sutton was out the back by then with a set of rods over his shoulder and his cap screwed up in one fist. He was having a go at that gully on his own before anybody could stop him. He put his head round the door to say that gully had never had the fall on it and never would. Then he went off up the yard talking about it.

[image: ]



Karen Ackroyd came in at nine with the ticket book and a face on her like Christmas.

"Have you heard?" Karen said, getting the book open before she was properly through the doors. "A hundred and thirty-one. We printed a hundred and twenty, and I've been ringing round since Thursday teatime getting more done at the shop, and there's still folk asking."

"That's a lot of dinners."

"It's more than the harvest. It's more than we've ever had in this room for owt," she said, getting her glasses up onto her nose. "And I'll tell you who's coming an' all. Gordon Raby and his wife, who've never once put a hand in their pocket for this hall. Them two off the bungalows. The Hollands are coming and she's not been out of that house since the summer. I had a woman ring me at half nine last night wanting four. I've never heard her voice before in my life."

"Where are you putting them?"

"That's what I'm coming to," she said, turning a page over and running her finger slowly down it. "And one woman asked me whether Sean'd be on the bar. He'll be behind that bar all night, I says, he's always behind that bar. Some folk want telling everything."

"They do."

"A hundred and thirty-one, David." She was off up the room already with the book held up over her head. "And me stood here Wednesday morning wondering whether we'd fill it. I'll want more chairs out. Ruth… we're going to want them chairs off the stack."

There was a seat in that stack his wife had sat her bare cunt down on three nights back, and no way of telling which. David went down the room and started getting them off it.
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The hatch shutter ran up in one, and the noise off the porch came through with it.

It had wanted a shove since the fitters put it in. Sean had been at it on the Tuesday with a can of oil and a length of new cord. It ran up under her hand now without a sound, and the whole hall opened out at ten to seven.

Ten tables and the top one, cloths on, the leaves showing in her grandmother's damask wherever the new lights caught it. A hundred and thirty-one places laid with hired china. Four cups short still, and a jug stood down the third table for whoever finished up without one. Karen was out in the porch with the ticket tin on a stool. Marjorie had the raffle under the window with the hamper up on a chair. Both urns going, and the smell of thirty pound of pork coming up out of the cold room every time the door went.

Ruth had her sleeves up and her hair pinned off her neck, and she had eaten nothing since a bit of toast that morning.

They came in on top of one another from about five to. Coats went on the rail till the rail went, and after that they went over chair backs. Two of the Enderby grandchildren got straight under the top table. Ken Sutton stood in the doorway telling whoever slowed down about the fall on the back gully.

It had been at her all week. Thursday, writing the seating plan out at her own table, aching over another man's cock going into her in that kitchen. Friday, in the car park at Enderby's with the meat order on her knee and the engine still running.

There's a woman putting her handbag down on the bit of floor I knelt on Wednesday night wiping another man's cum up off the lino.

It came up through her at the deep sink, quick and hot, and it would not go off her again. Her nipples stood up hard under the jumper and stayed up. Both hands stayed exactly where they were in the water. She let it have her. Then she carried on filling the second urn.
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Sean was in the store, getting bottles up off the crates.

She got the door to behind her with her hip. He had the bar float in a tin and was counting it steadily into the tray, and he did not stop counting.

"Now then."

"How many have we in?"

"Karen's stopped counting, and they're still coming down that path." He set the tin down carefully and moved a stack of tonics off the box he wanted. "You've not got seats for them."

"They'll sit on their coats," she said, reaching past him to stand up a bottle that had gone over. "They did at the harvest and nobody died of it."

"Aye. They will an' all."

She stood a minute with her back against the shelving. She watched him work. He had had her over the counter through that wall one night, with the kitchen half done and the units still in their wrapping. She had gone past that door twice today and thought about it both times, and felt absolutely nothing. What she had thought about instead, both times, was the haulier who took her on one of them folding chairs with both urns going behind her. By the second time she had been wet in her jeans over it.

"Sean. There's a thing going round about you."

"There is."

"You've heard it, then?"

"I've heard it off three folk in this building since Wednesday, and one of them told it me thinking I'd not heard." He swung two crates of bitter up onto the trestle. "I'm caretaker. They say things over my head the same as they would over a dog's."

"I'll not stand here and tell you it's nowt to do with me," she said, making herself keep her eyes on him while she did it. "You'd know I were lying before I'd got it out."

He straightened up and met her eye.

"No," he said. "I'd not have asked you to."

"Then hear the rest, because I've had three days working out how to say it and it'll not come out any better than this." She got both hands back onto the shelf behind her. "If it costs you owt. If it gets to where you're not wanted in this building, or somebody says a thing to you in that pub you can't let go by, then you come to me. I'll stand up in front of whoever wants telling and say whatever wants saying, and I'll not be counting what it costs me while I do it."

Sean got the last two bottles up out of the crate and stood them firmly on the trestle.

"You'll do no such thing," he said, shaking his head slowly at the crate. "Not for me and not for nobody else neither."

"I will, though."

"You'll not, because it'll shift on its own." He said it the same way he had said the bit about the tonics. "They had me courting a woman over at Bawtry for two year once. I'd never been to Bawtry."

"That's not the same, and you know it isn't."

"It's near enough. It goes round, it gets that everybody's heard it, and then a cow gets out somewhere and they've a better one." He emptied the crate and shoved it neatly under the trestle out of everybody's road. "Go and see to your room, Ruth."

She had the door half open.

"Sean. Thanks for doing that shutter."

"I've put a plate back for you in that cold room," he said, not looking up from the tray. "Under a cloth, middle shelf. You never eat at these and then you're fit for nowt by ten."
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They sat down at half seven.

She saw hardly any of what went on after that. She was up at that counter with a cloth over her shoulder and three of them plating up behind her. They went out in fours and came back in stacks. Karen's sister was on the veg and Dawn was on the gravy, quietly doing two jobs at once and grumbling about neither. The noise off the room went up in a wave when the first plates went down and dropped away again to knives.

What she saw of it came in pieces, over the counter, between orders.

The Hollands, two thirds down on the left, who had not been past their own gate since the summer. Gordon Raby and his wife halfway down the fourth with a bottle of wine they had brought themselves. Her mother up at the top table doing the tea, pouring for people down both sides of her and getting the pot round to the bottom of it.

And every so often a table stopped talking.

A woman she had known all her life leaned in to another one, and the pair of them carried on eating steadily. A man on the fifth table had a long look at her while she worked. He did not look away when she looked back. Then he went back to his pork. Gordon Raby did it twice.

There's a room full of them in here who've heard a woman got fucked in this building. Two rows at least reckon it were Sean, and I'm stood here in a pinny fetching them their tea.

Her knickers had been stuck to her since the doors went. She went on plating. Every time she caught one of the men looking at her from out there it went straight down through her, and she could not have said why.

She knew what they had in their heads, near enough. A woman on her back on a table up here, and a lad opening a door on it. Not one had her face on that woman. They were eating off china she had counted out of straw the day after a stranger emptied himself up her in this kitchen. She carried their dinners out to them and stood there while they thanked her for it, soaked to the thighs.

Gordon Raby's sat there with a picture of some woman getting fucked over them trestles in his head, and he's just told me the pork's grand.

Marlon came up with two empties and put them on the ledge.

"You've done well here, Ruthie."

"It's Karen's tickets that's done it."

"It's not, though." He rapped the stainless with his knuckle, pleased with the whole thing. "Our Dawn's not stopped on about this kitchen since Christmas. You want to be sat down eating some of that."

"In a bit."

He's stood here telling me I've done well, and his wife knows every last thing another man's done to me.

Dawn was behind him and still serving. She got a smile up. It was all mouth, and it took her far too long to put away again.

"Go and sit down with your husband," Dawn said, taking the tray off her and standing it on the stack. "I'll do the seconds."

"You'll not do that many on your own."

"Watch me." Dawn got stuck straight in and kept her eyes down. "Is he in this room?"

"No."

"Right, then." She poured two and stood them on the ledge. "Only you've a face on you."

"I've a face on me because I've been stood up here two hours with my cunt aching," Ruth said quietly, and reached past her for the next four dinners. "He's not been near me since Wednesday and he'll not be till somebody rings him."

Dawn stopped what she was doing and started it again.

"You want to think about who you say that to."

"I've said it to you."

David was on the sixth table with a plate he had hardly touched, next to a man from the bungalows who was telling him about a caravan. He looked up at her once. She gave him nothing back, because there were three more waiting.

Karen came through at ten past eight with the raffle book under her arm and her glasses up on her head.

"Two dinners never came," Karen grumbled, getting her glasses down onto her nose. "Ryan paid for two and never come." Then she had a long proud look down the stainless. "They've none of them stopped on about our kitchen all night."

Ruth minded that our. She had been minding it since February, and she got on with the serving.
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She was through in the cold room, getting the pudding trays out, when she saw it happen.

Straight up the room, where her mother was sat. Marjorie had got herself round behind Jean's chair with a cup and saucer and put her mouth down by her ear. Ruth counted five sponges onto a tray while it went on.

Her mother did not turn round. She sat with the teapot at her elbow and both hands in her lap and let it be said to her.

Then Marjorie straightened up, patted her lightly on the shoulder, and went briskly off to her raffle.

Jean poured for the man on her left. She put the pot down, got the lid straight, and set it back on the mat, exactly as she would have done it any Thursday of her life. Then she looked the whole length of the room at her daughter. Ruth had a tray of forty sponges in her hands and never shifted an inch. Her mother looked at her for about three seconds and turned back to the table.

Ruth watched her go back to the pot. She had a fair idea what was in her mother's face and absolutely no proof of any of it, and she took the tray through and started cutting.
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At half eight Karen got a spoon on a glass and got the room down.

"Right. Before you all get off, Mrs Coyle's going to say a few words, and I want nobody in that porch till she has."

There it was. Out loud, off Karen Ackroyd, into a room where a good forty had heard a version of it that week. Those forty had spent three days on who it was that got fucked in this building, and now they were plainly looking at the woman who ran the kitchen.

Ruth dried off on the cloth and came out from behind the hatch and down the side of the room. The men on that side turned round to watch her come down it, and she felt every one of them go steadily over her. The clapping started before she got there and carried on while she stood.

She had the sheet in her cardigan pocket. She had written it out on the Wednesday afternoon and read it to David in the car on the road back from Sheffield with the interior light on. She left it where it was.

"I'll not keep you off your afters, they're cut."

That got a laugh from the back and she waited for it.

"Thanks first to Karen," she said, taking the chair beside her by its back. "She's had them tickets printed twice to get you all in. Marjorie's been on that raffle since two o'clock. And Ken's had that back gully up more times than any man should have to, and he'll tell you about it himself if you give him the chance."

They laughed at that, and Ken went red and openly enjoyed himself.

"Bill Enderby did us thirty pound of shoulder," she said, waiting while a chair got fetched in at the back. "He wouldn't take a penny for the stuffing, and it says so on that folded sheet by your elbow, which is exactly what he wanted for it. And there's them who put a hand in their pocket two winters running when there was nowt to show for it but a hole in a wall and a skip on the grass."

I'm stood up thanking a butcher for a shoulder of pork, and last Saturday I was face down over a stranger's settee in Sheffield letting him fuck my arse.

Her legs went with it. Her hand went out and gripped that chair, and she carried on.

"The cloths on this top table were my grandmother's," she said, letting the chair go and putting both hands together. "They were on this table at her golden wedding, and it rained the whole way through that an' all. My mother's kept them carefully in an airing cupboard ever since, and she'd sooner they were out where folk could put a plate on them. So that's what they're doing."

Jean sat very still with her eyes on the cloth under her hands, and a woman down the room said ah.

"And there's one more."

Nobody moved to get their coat.

"Sean's been caretaker of this hall since before most of you were on any committee. He does the boiler and the drains and the doors. When them chairs wanted new feet he took them home in his own van and did the lot of them on his own kitchen table of a Sunday, and never put an hour of it on a bill. He's stood behind that bar tonight and he'll be here at eight in the morning with a brush. There's not a soul in this room has ever paid that man what he's worth and I don't suppose we ever shall."

They reckon it were Sean got caught on that floor, and I'm stood up thanking him for it, and the man who actually took me on it is an hour up that road.

She turned to him where he stood, behind his own bar with a tea towel through his belt.

"Thank you, Sean."

Nobody clapped. It ran on long enough that somebody put a fork down into it.

Ruth stood in the quiet with a hundred and thirty-one of them looking at her and her cunt soaked through her knickers.

Then somebody at the second table started it off. The rest came in behind. It was loud enough by the finish. Ruth stayed on her feet and let it run, and never sat down early. Two women at the fourth table looked at one another. Dawn was sat halfway down with her hair done, next to Marlon, clapping harder than either of the pair beside her. Gordon Raby's wife said a short thing behind her hand, and Gordon looked up at Ruth over the top of it, and this time he held it.

Sean lifted a glass an inch off the bar and quietly put it down again.

"That's the lot," Ruth said. "Get your teas while them urns are hot."

She sat down to a room clapping her, and picked her cup up, and her hand was perfectly steady on it.
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They started shifting at half nine and there were still a dozen at the doors at ten.

Jean came through into the kitchen with the four cloths over her arm while Ruth had her hands in the sink to the elbow. She laid them on the end of the stainless and smoothed the top one flat with her palm.

"Sit down a minute."

"There's a hundred and thirty-one plates going back on a lorry Sunday week and half of them want doing again."

"Ruth. Sit down."

She dried her hands slowly and sat herself up on the corner of the worktop. Jean looked her over, all the way up and back down, taking her time over it.

"You've gone that thin," Jean said, putting a finger under her chin and turning it an inch to the light. "You've been running on nothing for a month."

"I've been busy."

She had lost it on committee nights and on getting fucked by a haulier her husband rang for, and she sat there quietly under her mother's finger and let her see what was left.

"Aye," she said, folding the top cloth over once and leaving it alone. "I'll tell you what's been said to me tonight, and then I'm done with it. Marjorie had it off her sister's lad. There's been carryings-on up here of a night, and somebody's walked in on it, and it's been round the whole of that pub, and they've put Sean's name on it."

"I know what they're saying."

"Do you."

"I've heard it same as everybody else," Ruth said.

Jean pushed the cloths half an inch further along the stainless.

"That wagon at your gate," she said. "The Sheffield one. Did he ever shift them tables?"

Ruth stood with the towel bunched up in one fist.

"No. We got a firm in."

Her mother nodded slowly. She never asked her a single thing more about it. The urn ticked and knocked its way down behind them. Somebody out in the room dragged a chair.

"Is there owt you'd like to tell me?"

"No."

She said it plainly enough. Then she simply stopped talking. A year ago she would have been off that worktop and filling the kettle. She would have been three sentences into the price of a curtainsider before her mother could draw breath. She sat where she was with a wet tea towel in her hands and let the quiet go on.

Jean waited. Then she waited a bit longer.

She's sat there asking me, and I've had another man's cock in every hole I've got.

"You could tell me it's nowt," her mother muttered at last, laying both hands on the cloths. "Say it's nowt to do with you and I'll not bring it up again. Not on my deathbed, love. You've only to say it…"

"I'll not tell you that."

Her mother's mouth went, and steadied, and she gathered the cloths up against her front.

"Right," she said.

"They want damping before they go back in that cupboard."

"I'll do them at home. I've a bigger board."

She lifted her coat off the peg herself. She worked her arms slowly into it. Ruth had held that coat open for her since she was nine years old, and she stayed up on that worktop and never once moved to help her.

At the double doors Jean stopped.

"Them cloths looked well on that table," she sighed.

Then she went out into the porch and off down the path. Her heel caught on the join in the new lino on the way, same as it did every time.

Ruth stopped where she stood a while. Then she ran the hot water again and finished the pans.

[image: ]


By eleven there was nobody left in it but the two of them.

David had the chairs off the floor and up on the stack, four at a time, working towards her from the doors with his sleeves rolled. Ruth counted the last crates and got the covers over them. The seating plan, the raffle book and the sheet she had never read from all went into her bag together.

She emptied both urns and turned them over carefully on the drainer. Then she got the far lights off and stood a minute at the counter, under the one bank that was left, with the bar licence still pinned up beside her.

Then she went and got what Sean had left her off that middle shelf.

There was a proper dinner under that cloth. Pork, two lots of stuffing, the roasties off the bottom of the tray gone hard at the edges, and a heap of red cabbage. She fetched a fork. Then she sat down on a hall chair in the middle of that kitchen floor with the plate on her lap. She ate the lot of it stone cold. It was the best thing she had put in her mouth all week.

David came and leaned on the door frame with a stack of chairs done behind him.

"They'll not talk about owt else for a month."

"No, they won't."

"Your mother went off early."

"She did." Ruth chased the last of the stuffing onto her fork. "She asked me straight out and I never gave her a thing, and then she gave me a road round it and I never took that either. So that's done now."

David stood there and looked at his wife eating her supper off her knee on a folding chair.

"You've had a night of it."

"I've had a night of them looking at me," Ruth said with her mouth full. "I've been stood in that hatch since seven with my knickers stuck to me and forty of them sat out there wondering whose cunt it were on that floor."

"And that got at you."

"It's had me wet through the whole night," Ruth said, scraping the plate clean. "I stood up before that whole room and thanked a man they all think got caught fucking a woman on my kitchen floor, and I'd have gone straight out to a van after it if there'd been one."

"Are you all right?"

"I've been on my feet since seven this morning," she said, getting up off the chair. "Ask me tomorrow…"

She rinsed it and stood it in the rack, dried off on the towel, and got her coat down.

"Ring Curtis in the morning."

He had his hand on the light switch and left it there.

"Saying what?"

"Saying I want him at ours Saturday night, and I want him fucking me from the minute he's through that door, and he can park that bloody wagon in the middle of the lane for all I care." She got her bag up onto her shoulder and came past him to the door with her keys already out. "I've spent my mother tonight. I'll not have done that for nowt."
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Brian Ackroyd caught David at his own gate on the Wednesday teatime and kept him there ten minutes on gritting.

The parish had gritted as far as the chapel and given up at the bend. That was the one bit of it that ever wanted doing. He had rung them twice and got a woman who wrote it all down and read it back wrong. From there he went on to his sister's hip. Then to the skip stood outside the Hollands' since February, and what a skip costs now against what it cost when he had one.

David kept a hand on the gatepost and gave him an aye where one was wanted, and waited ten minutes for it to turn.

It never turned. Brian shifted his carrier into the other hand and said the supper had easily been the best night in that building for twenty year. His wife had come home and talked about the pork for two days. Had David heard they were fifty-odd pound up on the raffle alone?

He's stood at my gate telling me about a skip, and Saturday there'll be a haulier from Sheffield fucking my wife in that house behind me.

"Ruth'll know to the penny."

"She will an' all," Brian said, and got himself moving. "You want to have a word with them about that bend."

He went off in the last of the light. David stayed at his own gate a minute with the cold getting into him and an ache low down in him he had had since the Sunday, then went in out of it and put the door to behind him.

He had rung Curtis at nine on the Sunday morning, in his socks, with the fire not lit. Ruth was still asleep upstairs after four hours on her feet. The man had been up since five, stood in a yard somewhere, with a diesel running behind him the whole time. It took under two minutes. He could do the Saturday, and he would come to them, and he would be there for eight.

"Is this one off her?"

"It's off her."

"Right you are." Somebody shouted something to Curtis and he shouted something back. "Tell her I'll want feeding, then. I'm on at Immingham that morning."

That was the whole of it. David stood in the hallway afterwards with the phone still in his fist. Another man would be eating at his table on the Saturday and then going upstairs to fuck his wife, and David had a hard-on in his own hallway in his socks, and he stood there with it.
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Ted Naylor came in on the Thursday with a year of receipts and nothing to carry them in.

They were loose in both his coat pockets. He laid them out on the desk in two heaps and squared each heap carefully with the side of his hand, which was more care than he had ever taken over any of it before.

"Our lass has bought me a folder," he said, sitting himself down. "It's got dividers in it."

"That'll not last."

"It'll not see June." Ted got his cap off and hung it on his knee. "She's put labels on them dividers, David. Typed."

David worked through both heaps. There was diesel. A chain, after all. A new starter for the flail mower that had cost more than the mower was worth, though he kept that to himself and wrote the number down.

The hire firm's invoice had been under the stapler since Monday. They had billed the hall for a hundred and forty covers of china when a hundred and thirty-one had come, and four of the cups had never been in the crate at all. Ruth had counted them out of the straw herself and rung the firm on the day. So David was going to have to write to a woman in Mansfield about four cups, and he was looking forward to that more than was reasonable.

"Have you time for one?"

"I'll not, no." Ted got up and put the cap back on and pulled the peak down. "He's got the trailer on the road for me at half three, and he'll not be watching the lights."

He stopped at the door with it half open.

"That do of yours went well, then."

"It did, aye."

"You want to get her to do the one at ours," Ted said, and went out into the yard.

He's asking after my wife's catering, and on Saturday she'll have her mouth full of another man's cock.

David sat down again at the desk with Ted's boots still going across the yard, and his cock was aching where he sat.

[image: ]



She had the green dress on when he came down at half seven on the Saturday.

She had bought it herself in Worksop, back-fastening and dark, in the week when nothing had happened yet. She had it on in her own front room with the curtains pulled. Her own supper sat going cold on the side, because she had been too long at the mirror to eat it. Her hair was up. She sat with her stockinged feet up on the fender and the hem pulled off her knee to keep it back from the heat. The dress was cut low enough on her that he could see the top of her tits from the door, and she was sat square on so that he could. His cock stiffened on the spot and he let it.

"He wants feeding," David said.

"There's a plate in that oven with a cloth over it. He'll not want it hot on him after an hour in a cab." She looked up at him. "Have you shut that back door?"

"It's shut."

"And bolted?"

"Bolted, and the chain's on."

He did the rest of it while she sat there. The front curtains were over already. He pulled them right across at the join, put the lamp on, killed the big light, and shut the door through to the kitchen so the passage light did not show under it. His cock stayed up hard through all of it. Their own house on a Saturday, got ready for a man who was not stopping.

My wife's sat in front of that fire in a sixty-five-pound frock waiting on a haulier, and I've just bolted my own back door so he can have her in comfort.

He was half-hard by the time the curtains were straight, and his mouth had gone dry with it. He stopped a second behind her with a hand on the chair back, and she reached up without looking and laid hers over it.

"What time did you say?"

"Eight. He'll be early."

"He'll be early," she agreed. "I've had my knickers off since six, so he wants to be."

The van came down at ten to. They both heard it a good way off. A Transit pulling a curtainsider makes a noise nothing else in that village makes. It slowed where the grit wanted doing, came on down, and stopped.

He never went near the field gateway, and he never took it round the back. He left it standing on the road square opposite their gate, under the lamp, with C. BOYD HAULAGE, SHEFFIELD a foot high in blue down the side and a mobile number under that. He left the sidelights on while he got at his boots.

The Ackroyds' front room light was on across the way. It stayed on.

David watched it through the gap at the join, and his heart was banging like he had run up that lane. The ache in him had gone sharp, and his fingers were shaking badly on the curtain.

"He's here."

"I heard him." Ruth swung down off the fender and reached for her shoes. "Let him straight in and get that fire banked up. He's not driving an hour to sit in the cold."

[image: ]


Curtis brought the cold in on his coat and had his boots already in one hand, from habit now, looking for somewhere to stand them.

"You'll want them on," David said. "That floor's stone under the carpet."

"I'll be all right." He set them by the door anyway, tidily, toes to the wall. There was a clean shirt on under the coat, and a nick under his jaw where he had shaved in the cab. "Now then. Am I early on you?"

"There's a dinner in that oven for you," Ruth said, lifting the cloth off it. "It wants two minutes and no more."

"You're a lifesaver, love," he said, laying his coat across a chair back. "I've had one sandwich since six this morning and it were a bad one."

He ate it stood up at the counter with the dish in his hand. He talked steadily through it, about Immingham, and about a lad who had loaded him wrong and cost him forty minutes, and about the roadworks at Bawtry being off at last. Ruth leaned against the table with her arms folded and asked him things. David filled a kettle he did not want, for something to do.

He's stood at my sink eating my wife's stew, and in twenty minutes he'll have his cock in her.

Curtis put the plate in the water himself and dried his hands on the towel. Then he turned round with his back to the counter and looked squarely at the two of them.

"Right," he said. "What's the shape of tonight, then?"

"There's a thing she's asked for."

"Go on."

"I'm calling it," David said. "All of it. When you start, when you stop, what you're doing while you're at it. And nobody finishes till I say so."

Curtis swallowed what was in his mouth, and that was as much thinking as he did about it.

"Nobody?"

"Nobody," David said. "Not you, and not her either."

"Aye, all right." He picked his tea up off the counter. "You'll have to say it out loud, mind, because I'll not be guessing at you." He drank some of it. "I'm no good at reading a room with my trousers off."

"You'll hear me."

"And if I'm getting close and you've said nowt, I'll tell you I'm close, and then it's your business." He said it and then finished his tea off standing there. "That do you?"

"That'll do."

"Then I'm easy." He looked over at Ruth. "Is this off you, this?"

"It's off me," she said. "I want him running it, and you doing as he says. You'll not mind. It's an hour of your life, and you'll get your cock sucked into the bargain."

"I've done as I've been told all week for a lot less," Curtis murmured.
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David sent them up to the back bedroom. He had settled it in his head on the Tuesday and told neither of them until now.

Nobody had ever slept in it. It held a bed under a green candlewick cover that had been his mother's, and the good suitcase beneath that, and the hall's raffle stuff stacked in the corner since Christmas. He had carried the two-bar fire up at six so the room would be fit. The curtains in there did not meet properly, so he pulled them across and stood a cardboard box on the sill against the gap.

Ruth came to the door and stopped, and looked at the bed.

"Not ours."

"Not ours."

She never asked him why, and he told her nothing. She came in and set her handbag on the raffle boxes.

"Get that dress off her," David said. "The fastening's at the back."

Curtis stood behind her and worked the fastening down, one hook at a time. It was a small fastening and he had big hands, and he had to have two goes at the bottom. Nobody said anything while he did that. For a minute it was the only noise anybody made. Then he lifted it carefully off her shoulders and down her arms, and she stepped clear, and he laid it out flat across the bed end and smoothed it down.

She was in her stockings and a bra she had bought for the hall's dinner dance three years since, and both nipples showed through it already.

"That an' all."

He unhooked it neatly and she shrugged free and dropped it onto the box. Her tits were out, big and full, and the weight of them pulled them down and apart the second the bra went. There was gooseflesh right up her arms and over her belly. She stood there in nothing but a pair of stockings and her wedding ring, in front of a man she had known eight weeks.

"Leave them stockings on her."

"I'd not have taken them off," Curtis said.

That's my wife stood bare in my mother's back bedroom with her ring on, and I've just told a haulier what to leave on her.

His cock throbbed in his trousers and he pushed down firmly on it through the cloth.

"Sit down on that bed. Ruth, get on your knees and get his cock out."

She knelt on the floorboards at his feet, close to the fire, and got his belt open herself. She had his trousers open inside ten seconds and his cock out in her hand. It thickened while she was still working her knees comfortable, and she had her mouth on him before David got the next bit out. Her nipples were up hard and her thighs were shining wet already, in the light off the fire, from nothing but kneeling down.

"I never told you to do that."

"No," she said, off him. "You didn't." Then she carried on where she was.

He let her have that one. She had a fist working the base of him and took the rest in her mouth, wet and noisy, both knees wide apart on the boards. Every so often she took his cock too far and gagged on it and stayed down on him anyway. Her spit was all down him and down her own tits, and it stayed on her. Curtis had one hand back on the bed behind him and the other laid loosely on her hair, and he let her set her own pace with it. He watched her do it with his jaw going.

My wife's got a haulier's cock down her throat on my mother's floorboards, and she went for it before anybody asked her to.

David watched her suck it with his own cock aching so hard he had to shift his feet. Her arse was on her heels. Her back was going.

"That's enough of that," David said, coming round where he could see her face. "You'll have him off before he's started."

She came off him, chin wet, and looked up.

"I've hardly started. I could suck that all night."

"You'll not, though. Stand her up."

Curtis got a hand under her arm and had her on her feet in one go. She pressed up against him and took two handfuls of his shirt, and he kissed her. One hand lay flat over her arse and the other spread up her back. His hands were big and dark on her, and her ring was pressed white into the front of his shirt.

"Right," David said. "Over the foot of that bed. Stand up to it."

She turned and bent forward across it, forearms flat, feet planted. She laid her cheek on her forearms and turned her face out so she could see him.

Curtis stood up behind her, got his trousers the rest of the way down, and kicked out of them. His cock stood off him thick and wet at the end where her mouth had been. He rested it along her arse. It lay dark on her, and it reached the small of her back.

"Not yet."

He stopped with his hand on himself and waited.

"Ruth." David came round where she could see him properly. "Tell him what he's come for."

"He's come to fuck me in my own house with my husband stood there telling him how," she said into her arms, flat as anything, "and he's not to cum in my cunt till he's let."

"Go on, then."

He fed the end of it into her and then shoved the rest the whole way up. She lifted onto her toes with it and cried out into the bedding.

Then he started on her, hard from the first stroke, both hands clamped either side of her waist and his hips going. The footboard knocked on the boards, shifted an inch, and stopped. The bed banged the wall after it. Her cunt was wet enough that David could hear every stroke from where he stood. Her tits swung heavy underneath her. Her arms slid forward and she dragged them back.

There's a man behind my wife in the room we keep the raffle boxes in, and the whole of that lane can read his wagon.

David had himself out in his own hand openly, right there, watching Curtis draw back wet to the tip and drive straight in again. There was a hand's width of the man's cock going into his wife on every stroke and coming out shining with her.

"Slower than that."

Curtis dropped it right back, all the way out and slowly in again. Ruth freed a hand, reached back, and caught hold of his thigh.

"Don't you dare. I want it hard."

"He does as he's told, love," Curtis said, and did it slower still.

"David…"

"You'll have it how I say tonight."

"Then say it faster, because I'm nearly there off him," she said, "and my cunt's been wet since teatime."

He deliberately held that pace a good two minutes. She came up off her heels on every stroke and got nothing she could finish on, and he watched her hands open and shut on his mother's cover.

"Please. Let him fuck me properly. I want that cock right up me."

"Right, then."

Curtis went at her properly, and inside a minute she was off, forehead down on her arms, her whole back locked, her cunt gripping him hard enough that he stopped moving and let her have it.

She let it come, loud, same as she had every time since before the supper. His loud wife made a noise in the back bedroom of that house that got out through a gap in the curtains and away up the lane for anybody stood at a gate.

Curtis stayed in her and kept a hand on her hip while she slowly got her breath. Her cunt kept tightening and letting go of him, and she groaned out loud on each one.

"That's one."

"That's one," David said, aching badly in his own fist. "Get her on the bed. On her front."

He lifted her bodily by the hips, his cock still wet off her, and put her up onto it. She went down face first with her legs open and her arms above her head. He got over her, all of him along all of her, and put his cock back up her from behind with all his weight on her.

"Take hold of her hands."

He gathered both wrists easily into one of his and held them up above her head. Her face went sideways to breathe. After about half a minute she began shoving her arse back up into him, as much as she could shift under a man that size.

"He's got you where you can't do a thing," David said, stood over the pair of them. "Can you shift at all?"

"I can't shift an inch, and my cunt's running with it," she got out.

"And what are you after out of it?"

"I want his cum, and then I want him off home."

"That's what you want, is it?"

"That's what I want." Her eyes came round onto him and stayed. "He can empty his cock up my cunt and get in that wagon and drive an hour home, and I'll still be under this roof when he does."

She's got another man's cock up her and she's telling me what happens after he's gone.

"And if I'd not rung him?"

"I'd have rung him myself," Ruth said. "You know I would."

David took that stood where he was, with his cock throbbing under his own hand. He had not laid a finger on his wife all night.

"He's not to stop," he said. "Not till I say."

"He'll not stop. Look at him. He'll fuck me till you say and we both know it."

Curtis had got heavy and quick by then, and the breath was going out of him in bits. He still had her wrists, and his other hand was shoved up under her hip to get her arse off the bed. He fucked her like that a long while. She went off a second time underneath him, quieter, her mouth pressed open against her own arm and the sound coming up from her chest.

"I'm getting close," Curtis said, and slowed himself right down without being asked. "I'll tell you now, because I said I would."

"Not yet."

He stopped dead. He pulled out of her, knelt up, and released her wrists, and he gripped himself low down and breathed slowly at the wall. Ruth lay under him, face turned, arse still up, her cunt open and wet to the knee.

"Oh, that's cruel," she said into the bed.

"It is."

"Then don't be." She rolled her head the other way and shook the hair off her mouth. "David. Let him finish in me."

"In a minute."

"Now, David."

"When I say."

She had a fistful of the candlewick cover, and her hips were still working on thin air, and the wetness off her had soaked right through it.

"Go on, then. Please. I want his cum in me," she said. She was laughing, and very nearly crying with it. "Tell him."

David waited about ten seconds longer than he had meant to, and he took every second of them off her with himself gripped in his fist.

"Go on."

Curtis went back up her in one, got both hands under her hips, and hauled her knees under her. He emptied himself into her in about six strokes, hard, head down, breathing heavily through his nose, and he was silent on all but the last of them. He held there a minute. Then he took his hands off her hips and drew back off her wet, and she went flat on her front, and his cum started running back down her legs while she lay there.

Nobody spoke for a good while after that. There was cum on his mother's candlewick cover and cum on the backs of her legs, and she lay in it. The fire ticked in the corner. A car went down the lane towards the church, slowed at the bend, and carried on.
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Curtis pulled his shirt back on, still sat down. Ruth was on her side by then with her stockings still on, her head propped on one hand, watching him do it, in no hurry to move.

"I've nowt on you now," David said.

Curtis carried on buttoning.

"No," Ruth said.

"There's nowt left I can stop you doing, and there's nowt I can give you that you can't get for yourself." He said it plainly, stood at the footboard with his belt hanging open. "He'll be off up that road in ten minutes, though, and you'll be stood in this house at midnight. That's what I've got left, and I'm having it."

"You're having it," she said. "I'm stopping."

"Aye. Well." Curtis got his second sock on and went for his trousers. "You'll want that window opening ten minutes before you shut this room up, else it'll smell of the pair of us till Tuesday."
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She came down after him in her dressing gown with nothing under it. She waited in the passage while he laced up, with the gown hanging open at the front the whole time.

He did both laces properly, sat on the stair with the coat across his knee.

"Curtis. Before you get off."

"Go on."

"Next time I want two of you," Ruth said.

He finished the second lace and looked up at her, and then over at David, who had come through from the kitchen with the man's mug still in one hand.

"Two," he said, and reached over for his coat.

"Two. Not you and him. Two like you." She said it in her ordinary voice. "One in my cunt and one in my mouth. It's been in my head a good while and I'm past keeping it to myself."

"Right." He stood up and got it on and did the two middle buttons. "Well. You know where I am, the both of you."

He got the gate open, lifting it on its hinge to clear the catch, and pulled it to behind him. Then he crossed under the lamp and got up into the cab.

Ruth stood on her own step with her thighs pressed firmly together and her gown shut in one fist. The sidelights came on. He sat a second over something on a phone before he pulled off past the Ackroyds', indicating for a turn nobody makes at that end.

She watched from her own doorway, right to the end of the lane.

The light was still on across the way.

David had come up the passage behind her. She reached back without looking and put her hand on him through his trousers, and he was hard, and she left it where it was.

"He's filled my cunt right up," she said, still watching the empty lane. "I can feel it coming out of me stood here."

She kept her hand on his cock while she said it, and her eyes stayed on the lane.
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She locked up herself. Back door, bolt, chain on the front, and she tried the handle twice.

Then she went through the front room, put the fire out, and shifted the supper nobody had eaten. His cum came away on her thigh when she bent down for the ash pan. She lifted the two mugs and his dinner plate from the water and stood them on the drainer. The house smelled of stew and coal, and faintly, on the landing, of him.

The four keys were still in her cardigan pocket on the hook, where they had been since the morning Ryan put his down on the stainless. She had been meaning to do something about that all week.

She opened the bottom of the dresser and fetched the little blue dish out from behind the good gravy boat. A button was in it, with a dead battery and a bit of dried-up sellotape. She tipped that lot into her hand and dropped it in the bin, wiped the dish out with the tea towel, and stood it beside the tin. Then she put the four hall keys into it, one after the other, and they rattled and settled.

She turned the light off.

David sat on their own bed with one sock off when she came in. The lamp was still off. He had a hard-on that had been there since the wagon pulled off.

"Move over," she said, waiting in the doorway long enough for him to see all of her. "I've got his cum running down my legs and I'm getting into this bed with you."

She got in beside him, ring on, another man's cum still leaking slowly out of her. She put her cold feet on his shins and left them there until he stopped complaining, and she was soaked again before he had finished saying it.
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She woke at seven out of habit and lay a minute working out what hurt.

It was low down and it went right through her, and thinking about it got her wet before she was properly awake. Under her hip bone she could find a place with two fingers where his hand had been all night. She was sore inside as well, properly sore, and there was an ache in her cunt every time she moved that leg. She washed and got her jeans on standing up, holding tightly onto the door frame.

David was still asleep. She let him be.

The hire lorry was due at half nine, and somebody had to be up there to let it in and sign for it. That was going to be her. She had counted every bit of it out herself and she had no intention of letting a driver from Mansfield count it back in alone.

It was a proper spring morning, the first one, cold in the shade and warm out of it. The frost had gone off everything but the roofs. She had washed twice that morning and she could still feel him in her. She let herself out at twenty past nine, and there were tyre marks on the verge opposite, where something big had stood half the night and cut in getting away. Two long black smears through the grass and the mud. You could see them clearly from the chapel end.

She never thought about the back way. She walked up the middle of the road in the sun with her coat open.

Karen was in the porch with the raffle tin open on her knees and her glasses down on her nose.

"Fifty-eight pound," she said, before Ruth had her coat off. "Fifty-eight, off that raffle on its own. I've counted it twice and had Ken count it after me."

"I'd have said sixty."

"You would. You're always over." Karen came up the room after her. "Now then. That man's due at half nine and I've told him he'll want a hand, and there's nobody here but you and me and Marjorie."

Marjorie was down the far end doing the trestle tops before they went away, working patiently into the corners of every one of them at eighty-one years of age. She got upright stiffly as Ruth came past, with a hand pressed into her own back.

"Here she is."

"Now then, Marjorie."

"That were a lovely thing you said about Sean." She wrung the cloth out over the bucket. "And they all thought so an' all."

"He wants it saying more often."

"He does. He'll not get it, mind." Marjorie folded the cloth in half and went at the next trestle. "You've been on your feet too long, you. You're walking like our Doreen."

"I've been shifting crates all week."

"Aye," said Marjorie.

There's a woman of eighty-one telling me I walk funny, and I walk funny because a haulier had me over a bed in my own house till half ten.

It went through her stood there at the trestles and settled heavily where the ache was already. She stood and let it happen. She could feel her nipples stand up thick under the jumper and her cunt clench with it, and she carried on steadily with the trestles until it went off her. Then she fetched the docket off the counter.

The driver came at twenty to. He backed up to the doors, let the tail lift down, and was in no mood to be helped by three women. Ruth counted every crate carefully onto that lift with the docket flat against the wall, and made him stand and wait while she wrote in the margin what was short and what had never come at all. He signed it, grudgingly. She kept the top copy.

Then she stood a minute in the porch with the empty building behind her, and went down the step.

She had to take it on the one foot and hold onto the rail, and she took the second one the same way. Gordon Raby's wife was stood at the noticeboard holding a card about a jumble sale, watching her do it.

"Have you done something?"

"Twisted it," Ruth said. "Getting a crate down."

"You do too much up here," she grumbled, pinning the card back on the board. "You always have done."

"There's nobody else going to do it."

I'm stood here aching off a haulier's cock and she reckons I've twisted something shifting crates.

She went down through the village with the sun full on her face. The chip shop was shut and the shop was open, and two lads with a football moved aside for her. Ken Sutton was at his gully with the rods again and lifted his cap briefly without breaking off. She said good morning to a woman she had known thirty years and got it back. The Hollands' curtains moved as she went past them.

Brian Ackroyd was out at the front of his house in his shirtsleeves, with the bottom of the front window frame scraped back to bare wood and a tin of primer stood open on the sill.

"Now then, Ruth."

"You're brave for a Sunday," she said from the pavement. "She'll have had you at that since eight."

"It's been going soft on me since January and she's stopped asking about it." He laid the brush across the top of the tin and looked slowly down the lane, at the marks on the verge, and back at her.

He's stood there in the daylight looking at what that wagon left on the grass, and I'm stood here talking to him about paint with his cum still up me.

"That Sheffield wagon were stood outside your gate half the night."

"It was."

Brian left the brush where it was.

"Aye," he said.

"We've a jumble on the twenty-fifth," Ruth said. "Tell your wife, she'll have bags in that loft. I'll be up there Saturday morning taking it in."

She went on down to her own gate with her keys already out, and let herself in, and put the kettle on for her husband.


A NOTE TO THE READER


Thank you for reading all the way to the end. I'll assume you didn't skip straight here, and if you did, go back, you missed the best bits.

I'll keep this short. If you enjoyed the book, the single most helpful thing you can do is leave a review on the product page, even if it's only a star rating and a line. Books like mine don't get put in the shop window, reviews are how new readers find them, and every single one makes a difference.

If this was your first book of mine, there are more, all on Amazon Kindle and Kindle Unlimited.

Thanks again. It really is appreciated.

Jack
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