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The Diagnosis

The letter had come with the morning post, and Leo had carried it around the house unopened all day — jacket pocket to desk drawer and back again, never leaving it long in any room with him.

By evening it lay on the coffee table in the family living room, opened at last, Dr. Mercer's letterhead faceup beneath the lamp. Clara could read the middle paragraph from the sofa without leaning. She had read it so many times the sentences arrived before her eyes did.

Mr. Cooper's analysis shows concentration below the reference range, with reduced motility. The situational difficulty discussed remains a factor at the time of intercourse. Mrs. Cooper, by contrast: ovulatory function normal, ovarian reserve excellent. No barrier on the female side. I recommend we review options in person.

Mercer could have written your wife is not the problem and saved everyone the postage.

Supper had been the three of them and the portraits. Margaret had taken a tray upstairs — her knees, she said, reading the weather ahead of the sky — and Leo had described his second visit to the clinic in the voice he used for traffic reports, the sample, the little room, the magazine, while Cook's roast went around the table untouched. Arthur had said grace over the beef as though the household had something to celebrate. Clara had understood, at the trifle, that tonight would not be an ordinary evening. Her father-in-law said grace only when he wanted something witnessed.

Now the fire had been laid against the November dark, and it threw its light halfway across the rug before giving up. Clara sat with her feet tucked under her, the wool socks she wore against the cold of the stone floors bunched at her ankles, her dove-gray dress still on from supper because going up to change meant leaving Leo alone with the letter. He sat at the other end of the sofa in his rumpled blue oxford, one cuff buttoned wrong, his tie gone an hour ago. At some point he had turned the letter face down. Then he had turned it face up again, as though it were a door he ought to keep an eye on.

"A Cooper should be able to manage this," he said, to the letter more than to her. "That's all. It's — I mean, it's one job. The one thing. And I can't." His thumbnail found the seam of the sofa cushion and picked at it. "I just keep thinking about the portraits downstairs. All of them. And there's me, and I can't even —"

"Leo."

He stopped. Clara reached over and took his hand, because his fingers had begun to wander again, and held it flat against her knee. His fingers were cold at the tips. Under her own ribs her heart gave one hard knock and quieted, and she was glad he was looking at the letter instead of her face, because there was a mercy she was keeping from him and it sat in her like a swallowed stone.

What she knew about her husband went deeper than the analysis, kinder than its charts. First, how small he stayed even on his best nights, and how quickly it ended, and how he always folded himself over her afterward and whispered sorry as though finishing were a crime he had been caught at. The second was the sound of him in the bathroom some mornings — the tap run hot to cover whatever he muttered to himself in the mirror. Once, in the spring, he had cried in the shower and come down pink-eyed and blamed the shampoo. She had let him have the shampoo. That was the marriage the two of them had built between themselves: kind, and full of locked rooms. A year of trying had taught her body his whole timetable, and her body had begun, shamefully, to plan around it. On her nightstand, the basal thermometer. Inside the wardrobe door, the calendar with its pale blue marks. The little apps she deleted every Lent and downloaded again by Easter. And the cupboard over the towels rattling with ovulation kits, a small humiliating pantry. They had tried on schedules, on holidays, in the good bed at his late grandmother's house one Christmas with the whole family one floor down. Nothing had taken. A year of trying, and not one honest start.

"I keep thinking Dad's going to say something tonight," Leo said. "He asked at lunch what the doctor said. He never asks twice."

"He asked once at lunch," Clara said. "And once now, coming in. That's twice, love."

"No. I mean he never —" Leo rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand. "He doesn't ask about doctors. He asks about results. There's a difference with him and I don't know what the difference means."

Clara turned that over and found nothing on either side of it. She watched the fire eat through a knot in the nearest log, and neither of them said anything else before the door opened without a knock, because in this house Arthur's doors opened without knocks, and the patriarch came in carrying the whiskey decanter and three glasses on a small tray, as though the evening had been arranged around him and he had merely arrived to confirm it. He had exchanged his day suit for the burgundy smoking jacket he wore on winter nights — the one Clara had privately named the coronation robe during her first week in the house and had never once dared say aloud. Silver hair combed back. Steel-blue eyes took the room in one pass — the letter, faceup; his son's hand under his daughter-in-law's; the fire — and dismissed each item in turn.

"Mercer's letter," he said, and waited for it to be confirmed. He set the tray on the table, moved the letter aside with one finger, and poured three glasses without asking anyone anything. The whiskey went into them amber and slow, the good bottle, the one he kept for signatures and funerals. "Well. What did she say?"

Clara took her glass because her hands wanted occupation, and told him the truth, because the alternative was a worse evening. "My tests are good. Leo's are not. The count is low, and it's lowest at the moment that matters. She wants to talk about clinics."

"In vitro, probably," Arthur said. "Or the injections. She'll have a brochure." He let that find its own level. Leo had gone stiff the moment his father sat down; now he stared into his glass.

Arthur drank, and considered the fire, and spoke slowly, going down a list he had memorized decades ago. "My father sired four sons. His father six. The Cooper line has never once thinned in nine generations, in a house where every branch of it was expected to continue. Strong stock — people think that phrase is a compliment to the men." He turned his glass slowly by the bowl. "It is a compliment to the women, mostly. They did the carrying. But the men held up their side, every generation, without one exception. Until, apparently, this one."

"Dad." The word came out of Leo cracked down the middle. "Mercer publishes her numbers. Live births, every quarter. That's medicine, Dad, not a verdict."

"I'm not blaming you. I'm describing you." Arthur let that sit exactly as long as it needed to, watching his son over the rim of the glass. Leo's throat moved. He said nothing, and his saying nothing was itself an answer, and everyone in the room heard it. "The doctors have their methods. Clinics. Freezers. Forms in triplicate. A great many clever ways of doing what the Coopers did for nine generations with nothing but a calendar and good sense." His eyes moved to Clara then, and stayed, and there was nothing cruel in them, which was somehow worse. "In the old days, when the first son faltered, his family had not waited on laboratories. There was a tradition for it. A nudge the house provides. The line comes first. It has always come first, and every woman who has married into this family has understood that, and been the better for understanding it."

The word tradition went into the room and did not come out again. Clara's toes curled inside the wool socks, her whole sole cramping slowly around the word, and she made herself breathe out through her nose and keep her glass level. It was in her wrists, in the glass going light in her grip, and there was nothing to reach for. Only this room, and the man in the chair, and the letter on the table, and her own hands gone cold on the glass. Her own mother, two counties away, still ended every phone call about the trying with give it time, and this family had already spent a full year of it.

"What tradition?" Leo asked, very quietly, the voice he used with the accountants. "Dad. What tradition?"

"The gardener wants to move the roses off the south wall," Arthur said, to no question at all. "I've told him no. Margaret planted those beds the year I married her, and the south wall is where they were bred to be, and they have flourished there for thirty years because nobody was sentimental about relocating them." He rose, took the poker, and crouched at the hearth to settle the logs, the firelight running up the burgundy shoulders of his jacket. On the wall above him the oldest Coopers hung in their frames — a line of hard mouths and well-fed faces going back three centuries, every one of them painted with children at its knee. "You leave an established thing where it stands and it goes on serving the house. That is the whole of gardening. It is very nearly the whole of marriage."

He set the poker back in its stand and stayed crouched at the fire a moment longer than the fire required. Clara watched the broad line of his back and thought, unhelpfully and completely: he is going to say it now. She did not know what it was. She hated not knowing, hated the hour before the thermometer and the gray discipline of waiting her marriage had become.

"You said you'd brought the opposite of bad news," Leo said, and his voice found a fraction of its usual footing; he had a fact to hold. "What is it?"

Arthur looked at his son for a long moment, and Clara watched the decision go through him, unhurried, completing itself — the decision that the boy would be told everything at once, in order, with his wife in the room.

"You're both wearing the face I used to see in boardrooms," he said, without turning. "The one that expects bad news. I've brought the opposite. It's why I asked you to stay in tonight instead of going up."

He came back to his chair and sat, and took up his glass, and did not drink from it. The fire cracked. On the mantel the carriage clock ticked, dry and small. Somewhere above them the house made its long settling sound. Leo's hand had gone from cold to damp inside Clara's grip, and for three full heartbeats nobody said anything at all. In the window the last of the lawn had gone blue with dusk. Upstairs, behind a closed door, Margaret's tray would be sitting finished or unfinished on her bedside table, and the house was one voice quieter without her.

Arthur set his glass down on the table. The base met the wood with a small, deliberate sound, and the fire chose that moment to collapse a log, sparks rushing up the chimney, and the room came to order around her father-in-law, everyone in it arranged by his sitting down.

"There is something about this family," he said, "that you should hear tonight."

Clara's glass stopped halfway to her mouth.


The Family Tradition

Arthur did not make them wait for it.

He picked up the poker once more, seated himself, and spoke into the fire, level and dry, as though reading off a boundary map. "When the first son of this house fails to seed an heir, the patriarch provides his own. That is the tradition. It has been the tradition since before there was a Cooper in this county by that name. The blood stays strong, the line stays unbroken, and the house keeps what it requires." He set the poker back in its stand. "There. You've heard it. It's smaller in the hearing than it is in the wondering."

The clock on the mantel ticked twice before anyone moved.

"That's —" Leo's laugh came out broken in the middle, one syllable of it. "Dad. That's not a tradition. That's — you're talking about my wife."

"I am talking about the continuation of this family."

"You're talking about my wife," Leo said again, louder, and his hand left Clara's at last, and he stood up from the sofa with his oxford hanging crooked and his face the color of the fire. "A year. A whole year of — you know what we've been through. You sat across the table at Christmas and asked God's blessing on it. And now you want to —" He stopped. Clara watched him look for the word and fail to find one big enough. "No."

"Sit down, Leo."

"I will not sit —"

"Sit down, and I will tell you the number." Arthur waited, and Leo stood, and Arthur waited longer — and in the end it was Arthur's stillness that won — and Leo lowered himself back onto the sofa. "Your count is a fraction of what the labs want. Your doctor says so in a letter you've both read eleven times between you. A clinic will take your money and your notes and put a stranger's numbered sample into your wife. That is what medicine offers. I have watched three neighboring estates go through it. A child with no face you know, and a marriage that never learns to look at itself again." He let the fire have a moment. "Or. The house keeps its own custom, and the child is a Cooper, and no one outside these walls ever knows there was anything to keep quiet."

"And the custom is you," Leo said.

"The custom is the house." Arthur turned his glass by the bowl, once, a full slow revolution. "I am its hands in this, as my father was before me, in his time, in his marriage. You will not hear me say it is nothing. It is something. It has weight, and the family has carried that weight for generations, and every woman who married into it carried it with us, and none of them ever called it a wrong."

"Because they didn't get a vote!"

"Neither did the men." For the first time something moved behind Arthur's eyes, there and gone, like a fish under ice. "You think my father asked my mother's permission the way you'd ask a neighbor? He told her what was required of her, and she did it, and in forty years she never once stood in this room and called it a wound. Margaret will tell you herself, when she chooses to. Ask her."

Clara, who had not spoken since her glass stopped halfway to her mouth, put the glass down on the table. She did it slowly, and she did it quietly, and she did it before her hand could start, because it wanted to. Her face was burning. She fixed her eyes on the rug — the great faded thing with its border of woven roses, going soft under sixty years of feet — and counted the roses. Nine on the near border. Fourteen on the far. Seventeen along the hem, where the weaver had run out of symmetry and started improvising. Forty in all, if she could keep counting that far. It was a trick her grandmother had taught her for church, counting when the blood rose in her face, and she was doing it now in her father-in-law's living room while he explained to her husband why his wife would be going to another man's bed.

Her own mother had told her one thing about the Coopers, the week the engagement papers went round. You marry a Cooper and you marry the house, she had said, folding tea towels, not even looking up. Clara had laughed at the time. It had sounded like the sort of thing mothers kept in the pantry next to the plasters. Nobody was laughing now, least of all her mother, two counties away, who still told her on every call to be patient with the doctors, as though patience were the one virtue this year had not already wrung out of her. The letter lay on the table between the cold glasses, its folded creases going soft with the room's warmth.

"— and it protects you, Clara, as much as it does the house," Arthur was saying. "Do you understand that part? A wife who gives this house its heir holds a place in it that no one can take from her. Not after. Not ever. There are women in this county who married out and live on their husband's temper and their mother-in-law's charity. You would be the mother of the Cooper heir. No one on this earth would be able to set you aside, least of all the money." He paused. "It is a duty. I will not pretty it. It is also a gift, and you are both of you old enough to hold both of those truths in one hand."

The roses on the rug would not stay counted. Her eyes had filled and she would not let them spill, not in this room, not in front of this man, and she sat very straight, hands folded in her lap, and listened to her father-in-law set the terms of her body.

"Once a week. My study, not a bedroom — I keep my hours in the study, and the study is private. Tuesdays, in the evening, beginning this coming Tuesday. It continues until you are with child, and not one day past that, you have my word. Leo need not be present. What happens in the study is the house's business, not his." Arthur leaned forward and took his whiskey and finally drank, a short swallow, the first she had seen him take. "Nor yours, Leo, to stand outside the door. I'll not have you haunting your own corridor. Take her down to dinner those nights. Play your chess. The evenings will pass faster than you think."

"You keep saying it like a rota," Leo said. His voice had gone thin. "Like — feed the dogs, breed my wife."

"I keep saying it like what it is. A rota is a mercy, Leo. It ends. Passions don't."

Clara heard herself speak before she had decided to. "If nothing takes."

Both men looked at her. Her voice had come out low and even, to her own surprise; the counting had done its work. She made her hands stay folded.

"How long," she said. "If nothing takes. How long does it go on."

"Until it does," Arthur said.

No softening, no clause. Two words laid flat on the table between the glasses, and they sat there, and nobody picked them up. Clara looked at Leo. She looked at him properly for the first time since his father had said the word tradition, because a choice had to be made and Leo was the one she was making it with. He was watching the floor. His hands hung between his knees, and he was looking at the rug, at her roses, at the floor his father stood on — and he was not looking at the door, and that was the thing she understood then, in one clean drop: he was not going to fight. He had stood up once, and been sat down, and the fight had gone out of him as it had in the clinic corridors, and what was left in his face was not anger. It was arithmetic. Sum after sum, and every sum ending at the same door. He was weighing his wife against his bloodline and finding no other door, and the worst of it — the part she would keep locked longest — was that some cold cellar of her own was trying the same doors.

"Well," Clara said.

The second syllable broke and she let it. Some things deserved the crack.

"Yes," she said.

Arthur nodded once, the nod he gave to a signed page. He rose, collected the decanter and his own glass, and left the other two where they stood, full and untouched. "Good. Tuesday, then, at seven. Come to the study door and knock. Mrs. Weeks will have a supper kept for you both downstairs this week, so there's no questions from the kitchen." At the threshold he stopped, one hand on the frame, and turned his head just enough that the firelight caught the silver at his temple. "You'll be treated well, Clara. Better than well. This family has had a thousand opportunities to be crude and has taken none of them. You'll find I keep my own counsel and my own hours, and I expect my son to keep his."

Then he was gone, and his book was in his other hand — she had not even seen him lift it — and his tread followed him up the stairs, even, unhurried, climbing toward whatever he read before he slept.

The living room held its shape around the two of them. The fire had burned down to a red seam along the logs. Leo sat where he had been sat, staring at the middle distance, the decanter breathing on its tray beside him, and when Clara finally stood and crossed to the lamp his eyes followed her the whole way.

"Clara," he said.

"I know."

He dragged a hand back through his hair. "I don't know what I'm supposed to do on Tuesdays. While you're up there. Do I just — sit in the kitchen like some —" His breath went ragged against his palm. "I hate this. I want you to know I hate this. That's all I — I just need you to know that."

"I know," she said again, and this time she crossed the rug and kissed the top of his head, his hair smelling of the day's office and the supper he had not eaten, and felt under her mouth how thin the parting had gone. "Come to bed when you're ready."

She switched off the light. Leo got up, and opened the living-room door for her, and held it — the last thing he knew how to do, holding doors — and they went out together into the dark hall, where the house waited around them, old and satisfied, its nine generations hanging along the shadowed staircase, children painted at their knees. At the far end of the corridor the study door stood closed. She had walked past it a hundred times without seeing it; brass handle, dark oak, a lamp always burning low behind the glass. On Tuesday she would knock on it at seven, and the lamp behind the glass would still be burning.

Her palm had begun to itch. She pressed it flat to the banister on her way up, and the itch stayed. She put the feeling away with the lamplight at her back and climbed the stairs after her husband, into the last ordinary night of the life she had thought she was marrying.


The First Visit

Tuesday came by lamplight, at the far end of a corridor where the stone kept the day's cold.

Clara had dressed for it the way she dressed for church, which was the only script she owned for occasions bigger than she was. High-collared sage blouse, pearl buttons to the throat. The long plaid skirt her mother had ironed for the wedding travels. Hair pinned, every strand. Standing in front of the wardrobe mirror at half past six she looked exactly like what she had been raised to be, and under the starch of the collar her heart was going hard and fast.

Leo had kissed her at the foot of the stairs — a dry, careful kiss that ended before it arrived. "I'll be downstairs," he'd said. "Reading. If you — when you're done." Then he'd gone into the kitchen and shut the door, gently, and she had stood in the hall with her skirt brushing her ankles and made herself walk.

Seven strokes of the little carriage clock down there, Arthur had said. She knocked at one minute past, twice, because her grandmother's voice in her head said a lady knocks twice.

"Come in."

The study was the one room in the house that smelled of a person and not of a policy. Books in ranks to the ceiling, ledgers lying open in a draught of their own making, a lamp turned low over the desk, and in front of the fire — angled to catch it — the chaise. Long, low, worn dark green velvet gone glossy at the arms. She had seen it at Christmas, threaded between the desk and the window like a comma in one of Arthur's sentences, and had thought nothing of it for three years. Now it was the center the whole room arranged itself around.

Arthur stood by the mantel in shirtsleeves, waistcoat unbuttoned, a finger keeping his place in a slim volume. He closed the book and set it down face-up, keeping the page, as though he intended to be brief and return to better company.

"You dressed for an audience," he said. "There isn't one. It's the house and me, and I've seen the house every day of my life. Sit."

It was one of the hard chairs he had moved to face the fire, and she sat in it with her knees together and her hands stacked on her skirt while he crossed to the door behind her and turned the key, quietly, the bolt going home with a small hard sound. Her eyes went to the keyhole and stayed there a moment too long.

"The door is so Leo isn't tempted into the corridor," Arthur said, coming back around her. "Not so you aren't tempted out. You could leave now, this minute, and I'd put the whiskey away and we'd say no more about it. Do you understand the difference?"

She nodded.

"Say it."

"The door is for Leo," she said. Her voice came out smaller than she had sent it. "Not for me."

"Good girl." He drew the other chair close, so near his knee touched hers, and looked at her top to bottom, taking his time, certain of finding what he was looking for. Up close he smelled of soap and the day's coffee, and under that of skin and warmth that was nothing like Leo's. "Now. The house's custom is old, and like everything old in this house it has a right way of being done. Before anything happens between us, I will know your body the way a husband ought to know it. That is tonight. Nothing more." He let that land, and settle, and continued in the same even voice. "You may be shy. Shy is fine. But you will be honest, Clara. With me, and with yourself. Lying costs this family more than anything else I know."

"I don't — I wasn't going to lie," Clara said.

"No," Arthur said. "I don't imagine you were."

He stood, and took her hands, and brought her up out of the chair with one pull. Then he began on the pearl buttons.

He was slow about it, and thorough, and what undid her was not his hands but his voice, which never once changed its weather. You have good shoulders. My mother carried those same collars; a button at the throat tells the world the woman has decided something. The blouse came untucked, and then open, and the fire's heat found the strip of her chest between the cotton halves, and she stood with her eyes fixed on a spot on the bookshelf — Bunyan, gold-lettered — while a man old enough to be her father undid her to the waist and looked at her breasts steadily, without apology, the same fixed attention he gave the fire. Her nipples had gone tight and wrong. She willed them down. They stayed up, ignorant of her wishes, and Arthur made a low sound in his chest, approving, and her face went crimson from the collar up.

"There it is," he said. "The body keeps honest accounts. It's the mouth that runs into debt." His knuckles brushed one tight peak, barely, one knuckle, the lightest test. The touch went through her like the first sip of brandy on an empty stomach, a line of heat falling all the way down and pooling low in her hips, and her breath came out of her in a small involuntary push.

"Skirt," he said, and she heard the button give, and the plaid went loose on her hips, and she stepped out of it when he gathered it, standing in her shell of open blouse and her plain white knickers and her stockings, in front of the fire, in front of the books, in front of the chaise that was waiting for her.

"Sit back," Arthur said. "On the chaise. Lie down."

The velvet took her weight and held her, cool at the backs of her bare thighs. He knelt on the floor beside her, which surprised her — she had expected him to loom — and drew the knickers down her hips, over her knees, off one ankle and then the other, folding them and setting them on the arm of the chaise with the same tidy care he gave everything. The air of the room touched places that had only ever been touched by two people, one of them her, and her knees pressed together on their own.

"Knees apart, Clara."

"I can't."

"You can." His palm came to rest on the crown of one knee, warm and heavy, asking nothing. "The house isn't taking anything tonight. This is a husband's looking. Let me look."

It was the let me look that did it — the plainness of it, the lack of ceremony. Her knees came apart a hand's width, then another, and Arthur moved between them, and his hands — large, warm, dry, certain — opened her to the firelight, and she lay there with her blouse hanging open and her breasts bare to the ceiling and her most private self spread under the eyes of her husband's father, and she could not look at any of it, so she looked at Bunyan, and Bunyan swam.

He touched her the way he had promised the house would have it done: unhurried, thorough, a husband's looking that became a husband's knowing. A finger tracing the seam of her, learning her, unhurried; the pad of a thumb moving over her slowly, methodical, missing nothing; two fingers pressing in slow while his other hand rested flat on her soft belly, holding her down without weight, and Clara discovered that her body had gone into business for itself. The wetness came before she could argue with it — a give, a slip, and then the sound of her own readiness, small and mortifying in the quiet. His fingers moved through it, drew it up, spread it over her. Her held breath broke more than once before she could steady it.

She was going to spend. She felt it build with a strange calm, watched it gather from a long way off — the low pull, the tightening, the gathering under her own skin — and the horror of it was not that he would see, because he had already seen everything; the horror was that she wanted to, in front of him, on his fingers, with her husband downstairs playing chess against himself.

Arthur stopped.

He took his hand away at the top of the wave and left her there, poised on it, her hips having followed his fingers up off the velvet by an inch, her own hands fisted in the green plush. The room came back — the clock on the mantel, the fire's settling, his breath level and close.

"No," he said, to the question she had not managed to ask.

"I —"

"The house does not take what the schedule has not promised." He was already reaching for the knickers, drawing them up her calves, settling them over her hips as carefully as he'd drawn them down, and the cloth came against her wetness and clung there, and there was no pretending, even to herself, what she had just done. "Tuesday next. You'll come to me ready, and I will keep nothing back, and neither will you. But tonight you lie there and you learn what your body does when it's looked at honestly." He fastened her blouse himself, pearl by pearl, his knuckles grazing the tight peaks again at the collar's edge, patient, maddening, and each small graze landed in the wet place he had just left wanting. "That is the whole of tonight, Clara. The rest is the house's, in its own time."

He helped her up. Her skirt went around her and she fastened it with hands that did not feel like hers; her fingers had gone stupid with cold. At the door he turned the key again and opened it for her, and the corridor's cold stone breath came in and touched the fire out of her skin.

"Goodnight, Clara," Arthur said. "Count the days. It gives them weight."

The door closed on the smell of the study — books, coffee, and him — and she walked back along the corridor with her thighs pressed together, because she had to, because her knickers were soaked against her and every step was a question she couldn't answer yet. Somewhere below, a page turned in the kitchen, Leo alone with his book. Count the days, she thought, as her thumb found the banister. Five of them. Six.

She counted them the whole way up, and lost the number twice.


The Inspection and the Claim

The second Tuesday came down the corridor toward her like weather.

It had sat in her since breakfast, low, below where nerves reach, in the place Arthur's fingers had read a week ago and left holding the memory of being read. She had caught herself, twice, doing nothing: standing at the nursery window with her duster stopped mid-arch, listening to the house. At six she had bathed and put on fresh cotton and the plum wool dress she kept for Leo's aunts, and at four minutes past seven she knocked on the study door, twice, because her grandmother's voice had settled into her hand and would not leave.

"Come in."

The lamp was turned low again. The fire was laid but young, flames no taller than a hand. Arthur sat behind the desk with a ledger open before him, and for one absurd moment it was going to be business, minutes and accounts, the estate of the marriage — then he closed the ledger and came around the desk and she saw that he was not in shirtsleeves tonight. Coat. Shoes. Everything.

"You came at four past," he said. "Last week, one past. Nerves made you early the first time. Tonight they made you wait on the landing." He stopped in front of her, close, the way he had stood at the chaise. "Which is honest of you. Last week you told yourself you were obedient. Tonight you know better."

"I don't know what you mean."

"No," Arthur said. "You don't. That's what we're here to teach the both of us."

He reached past her and turned the key, and the bolt went home with its knuckle-crack, and this time her eyes did not go to the keyhole. They stayed on his collar while his hands rose to her hair and drew the pins out, one, two, five, laying them on the mantel in a bright little row like coins for a fare, until her hair came down heavy on her shoulders and she was someone else, some simpler woman with her hair down at seven in the evening.

"Turn around."

She turned. His fingers worked the plum buttons from her nape to her waist, unhurried, the same patience as last week, and the wool sighed off her shoulders and down. Stockings next, rolled to her knees and off; then he knelt and took her knickers down and she stepped out of them with her hand on his shoulder — on his shoulder, her fingers resting on the warm cloth of a man twice her husband's width — and then she was naked in the firelight with her clothes lying where he dropped them, no folding tonight, and the young fire put a low shine along her hip.

"Look at you," Arthur said, and there was nothing lewd in it; it was the first plums off a tree he had grafted himself. "A week of wanting. It's done more for you than I could have. Come here."

The chaise. She lay back on the dark green velvet, and it was cool, and it knew her, and her knees came apart before he asked this time — a fact she filed away and did not look at. Arthur stood over her and began on his own clothes with the same economy he brought to everything: coat over the chair back, cufflinks in the china dish, the shirt off his shoulders wide and olive and furred with gray at the chest. Then the rest, and Clara, who had seen exactly two men unclothed in her life, one of them in a locker room at fifteen, forgot every script her mother ever gave her.

He was built like the estate itself made male — broad through the chest and heavy through the thighs, silvered at the temples and the chest, and from the dark thatch of him his cock stood out thick and heavy and lifting, the head flushed dark, a thick vein running the length of it that pulsed when he saw her looking. It was not a thing that could enter anyone without intention. Her mouth went dry and her pussy answered anyway, a first slip of heat at the seam of her, and he watched that happen — watched her eyes on him and her body fail to keep its own counsel — and the corner of his mouth moved.

"You've been told about this," he said. "All your life, in whispers. Here it is. No whispers in this room."

"I — it's —"

"I know what it is." He knelt on the chaise, between her knees, and his hands took her by the hips and turned her, matter-of-fact, drawing one of her legs up along the velvet's back, opening her to the lamp the way last week's fire had. "This is the part the house has always known. The inspection first. Then the claim."

His mouth went to her.

She had thought, in the fevered patch of three o'clock somewhere in the past week, about his fingers; she had not authorized her imagination to go further, and now his tongue drew one slow stroke up the whole of her and her back came off the velvet with a sound she did not recognize as coming from her own throat. He held her hips down with both hands and did it again, slower, reading her — the flick of him at the top of her, delicate, then the whole mouth of him closing over her, sucking slow and deep where she was roughest with wanting, then two fingers pressing into her while his mouth stayed at her and her hips began, shamelessly, to move — and it was too much, it was within a handspan of too much, her breath climbing the wall of it, when he lifted his face.

"Now," he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, unhurried, at his ease. "While you're open. Watch, if you can bear it."

He came up over her, and the blunt heat of him pressed at her entrance, and there was one suspended moment — her legs up around his ribs, his weight on his forearm by her head, his eyes level with hers — in which she could still have said stop. She said nothing, and kept her legs around him, and he entered her.

Slowly.

Slowly was the unbearable part. The head of him opened her by degrees, a thick blunt stretch that burned and would not stop burning, wider than anything her body had been asked to hold, and Clara made a sound against his neck — not the word no, not the word yes, some third word older than both — and Arthur stilled, all but the last inch, letting her body climb around the fact of him.

"Breathe out," he said, low, by her ear. "Don't run from it. Out."

She breathed out. Her body gave — a soft internal yielding, a door swinging — and he sank the rest of the way in and lay still, buried to the hilt, his weight coming down onto his forearms, and there was nothing in the world anymore but the stretch and fullness of him inside her and the fire going up the wall and his breath on her throat. He was deeper than Leo had ever been, deeper than she had known a woman went, his cock fitted into her to the root, and every small breath she took moved her on him and taught her what held her.

"There," Arthur said. "You see? Made for the taking, my girl. Your grandmother's church face and this" — he drew back a slow inch and pressed home again, and her eyes crossed at the drag of it — "were never going to fit in the same woman. Something had to give."

He began to move in earnest then, and it was nothing like the careful hungry fumbling of her marriage bed. Long, deep, level strokes, angled low, the hard base of him grinding at the top of each thrust against a place that made her see sparks, each stroke an oar-pull, heavy and even, rowing toward a finish he had no intention of missing — and Clara held on to his arms and made her sounds into his shoulder, small at first, then not small, because there was no kitchen below them tonight and no one in the corridor and Leo was reading in his study by the garden door with the wireless on, and no one would hear the wife of the house being fucked into the velvet by its owner.

The spasm took her on a Tuesday at nine minutes past seven, between one stroke and the next, and it was nothing she had voted for. Duty, she told herself, one stride ahead of it — this was duty, only the schedule, only the house's work, only — Her whole sheath clamped down around him of its own authority, fluttering, gripping, her hips rising off the chaise to meet the next stroke and the next, and the sound she made was the sound from the shallow end of herself, the one she had never once made with her husband, and Arthur felt it happen and laughed under his breath, one short exhale against her ear.

"There it is. There's the honesty."

"I didn't — I'm not —" The words fell apart. She was. Her body was spending itself around her father-in-law's cock with her knees over his forearms, and no part of it asked her opinion, and the wave went on and on, dragged out of her by the level patience of his rhythm, until she lay wrung out and blinking under him, her hair in her eyes, her throat raw.

"Good," Arthur said. "Now the house's part."

He bent her knees back to her chest then, changing the angle to something deeper, almost punishing, except that it was not punishment, it was farming — his strokes shortening, thickening, going deliberate, and his eyes came down to where she was stretched around him, glistening, ruinous, and Clara watched his face do what her husband's face had never done over her: concentrate. The fire cracked. His breath shortened at last, the first uneven thing in him all evening, and he pushed in to the root one final time and held there, and she felt him finish — the pulse of it, hot, actual, jet after jet of it deep against the mouth of her womb, his cock twitching its whole length inside her, his hand tightening hard enough on her hip to leave tomorrow's news in the skin.

He did not withdraw. That was the part she had not been told about, the part no one whispers to girls: that he stayed, propped on one elbow in the lamplight, softening by fractions inside her, his other hand splayed flat on her lower belly, warming itself on her, holding the spend of him in her with nothing but the weight of his hand and his body plugging hers.

"Stay just so." His voice had dropped to almost nothing. "Hips up. Let it settle where it's meant to. The body is wiser lying down, and I'll not have the house's work lost to a girl's impatience."

So Clara lay, pinned on the green velvet with her knees up and her father-in-law's seed pooling heavy at the deepest part of her, and the fire burned down, and the carriage clock ticked out the quiet, and neither of them said anything for a long while. She held herself still, and lost the stillness once — a small clench around what was left of him that she had not given leave to — and won it back, and lay breathing carefully against his chest. His thumb moved once, twice, an idle circle low on her belly, exactly where the heaviness sat, and her body — spent, sore, held open around him — answered the idle circle with a small clench she could not have prevented under torture.

Arthur felt that too. He did not laugh this time. He looked at her for a long, level moment, reading the last page of her, and said nothing at all.

When he finally withdrew it was with the same care he had entered, and he brought the cloth and the basin himself — Arthur Cooper, kneeling to sponge his own seed from the inside of his daughter-in-law's thighs, sparingly, because most of it was past sparing — and then her clothes came to her piece by piece, and she dressed by the fire with her legs still trembling under the plum wool.

At the door, key turned, hand on the frame, he said: "Tuesday next. The same hour. Come hungry for it, Clara — the house can taste the difference."

The corridor took her, cold and long. She had not reached the end of it — the staff portraits in their dark frames, a parade of housekeepers going home to God — when she felt it begin to run, warm, sliding, and her step hitched. Her hand came up off her side all on its own, headed for the flat of her belly to catch what the house required her to carry, and she stopped it, made a fist of it, and walked on past the painted faces with her fist at her thigh, one slow step at a time.


The Husband's Observation

The window seat had gone cold under her, and she stayed on it anyway. The glass held the garden's dark at her shoulder: rose beds drawn in gray lines, a lawn gone edgeless with the dew already down, and past the wall one elm that only showed itself when there was a moon. There was no moon. Under her the hall clock struck nine, nine strokes climbing through the floor and into the soles of her shoes, and she counted every one.

She had left the study at five past eight. The lock had gone home behind her with a sound she was learning, and inside, the lamp still burned low behind the dark oak, its light reaching the brass handle and stopping. Her shoes had crossed the corridor stones more slowly than they had crossed them an hour before, flat, careful, a woman carrying something full. Downstairs were Leo and the wireless and the chessboard and the supper he was keeping, and she had meant to go straight down to all of it. The window seat was here. She had sat down on it, and the minute had become an hour.

Sitting was its own arrangement now. She was tilted to one side, knees together, ankles crossed, keeping everything low and even. The soreness sat low in her, an ache with a slow beat, and inside her the thick slip of what had been left there sat heavy and would not be hurried. Twice in the hour she had shifted. Twice the shift had told her exactly how far she had been opened, and both times she had gone back to the same posture and stayed.

Footsteps came up the stairs, the slight drag of his left heel, and the landing light found Leo in the doorway: gray jumper pushed to the elbows, cords, his eyes red at the rims. He crossed to the seat, walked two steps away from it, came back, and sat down at the far end with his forearms on his knees.

"There you are." He said it to the window first, then managed her. "I've been down and up twice. I kept your supper. Mrs. Weeks did a shoulder of lamb and I told her you had a headache, and then I sat downstairs with the two of us not eating it, and—" His hands opened on his knees, empty of any use for them. "Clara. I have to tell you a thing."

She kept her hands folded and her eyes on the place where the elm would be. The soreness pulsed once, deep where it lived, and she sat through it.

"Half past seven I came up for my reading glasses." He was looking at his hands. "Dad's door was locked and the lamp was on under it, and I heard you. Through the door. I didn't stand there listening — I stood there maybe ten seconds, and then I went back down and turned the wireless up, and it made no difference, because it was still in my ears over the top of whatever it was playing. You cried out." He dropped to half volume to get the next part said. "I didn't know you had a whole man's voice in you until I heard it through his door. I took my tie off in the hall and put it back on and took it off again. I just need to know what it was. What I heard. My head keeps making it into something, and I can't eat, and it's eating me."

Under the evenness of her breathing she was holding still so hard that her knees trembled with the effort, and she pressed them together and brought her voice up from where she had built it on the landing, level, each word set down flat.

"It was just a procedure."

Leo's face stopped moving.

"There was an examination, as on the first evening." Her hands stayed where they were. "And after the examination, the part that is required for a child to be possible. It is not tender, Leo. It was not made to be. What you heard was the house being thorough with me. That is all it was. It has never been anything else."

For the length of one breath the truth stood up in her — the heat of him, how far her body had gone over without asking her — and she folded it away under the procedure, another thing the account would carry. The first sentence had gone out of her in five level words, and the ones after it in the same coin, and the study had taken the whole evening, and this took what was left of it. The mercy she had kept from Leo since the first year of their marriage had been a small stone, and she had long since learned its size. This one was larger. She swallowed it in a level voice and it went down slowly and stayed.

"A procedure." He said it twice. "Right. Medical. Old rooms, old methods — that's what you said the house would be. Okay. Okay." The calm arrived in him in pieces: his shoulders first, then his hands, then his breath leaving in one long thread. "God, Clara. I've been sick with it since half past seven. Jealous and glad at the same time, one on top of the other, and I couldn't get the glad to be clean. And it's medical. Medical, that's the whole of it. That kind I can carry. The other thing — I was downstairs all evening turning it over, and it doesn't come out anywhere you can live." A laugh came out of him, sized wrong for the room, and he reached over and laid his hand across hers.

His palm was warm from his pockets. She watched the calm finish its work on him and kept her face soft while it worked, and that went onto the account too. Under everything, the slow beat kept up its honest testimony, and she sat up straight and did not curl around the ache, though the ache wanted her curled.

"Does it hurt you?" He asked it, then held up his free hand. "No. Don't. Yes — obviously it does, it sounded—" The word stopped him mid-stride. He turned his face to the window and the garden with nothing in it, and when he came back to speech he had chosen a smaller question. "Will they tell us? If it takes. Or do we just find out one morning?"

"The house will tell us in its own time."

"Right. Its own time." He nodded at the dark glass. "Will you come to bed? You have to eat something. I'll bring the lamb up if you want it here."

"In a minute. I will. Later." Her hand turned over under his, opening, and she gave him the palm to hold. "It hurts. It is not made for my comfort. But it is short, and it ends, and afterward it is finished, and then we go on."

He helped her stand. Standing brought everything upright in her at once, and for a step or two she walked carefully, one hand on the rail, minding it. Leo took her other arm and studied the landing wall while she took the first steps, and she was grateful to him for the looking away.

They went down together into the dark. The stairs turned twice with no lamp lit, the rail waxed and smooth under her palm, and his shoulder guided hers at each turn. Halfway down the second flight he tipped his head and kissed toward her cheek, and the kiss landed a half-inch off its aim and stayed there, not moving. He went still for the space of two stairs.

"You smell—" The sentence died there. She waited for the rest of it, and what came instead was one word, set down as carefully as anything he had said all evening.

"Different," he said.

Then he straightened, gave her his arm again, and the stairs took them the rest of the way down. He said nothing else about it, and neither did she. In the hall the lamb was going cold in the dining room, and Leo lit no lamps, so they crossed the flagstones by whatever the windows gave back. At the bottom he stood a moment with his head back, a man deciding not to know something.

In the master bedroom she went behind the screen and sponged herself at the basin with water from the jug, one hand braced on the screen's top rail, minding the soreness, and hung the plum wool on its hook with everything it had heard still folded into it. The nightgown was white cotton, buttoned to the collar; she left the top button undone, unpinned her hair, brushed it out and left it loose down her back. Leo was already in his striped pajamas, the bed turned down on his side, the lamp on her side still off.

He reached for her before she had settled. His hand crossed the bedclothes and came to rest flat, low on her stomach, covering the whole span of it, fingers pointed down toward the place the house meant its work to live.

"If it took tonight," he said, "we'd know soon. Mercer said soon. Didn't he say soon?"

"He said soon." Her voice was still at its setting.

"Right." The palm stayed where it was, still and heavy. "Right."

The house went on settling around them. A beam ticked overhead as it cooled. Somewhere below, a pipe knocked twice and quit. The hall clock marked the quarter with two soft strokes, and the quiet came back after them and lay down across the bed. Leo's thumb moved once across the cotton over her navel and went still again.

"Thank you," Leo said then, to the ceiling.

Within a minute his breathing had lengthened into sleep, and his hand had slid off her stomach and come to rest on the blanket between them.

Clara lay in the dark a while longer, listening to the house be content: the beam, the pipes, the clock, the lamp she had left burning behind a locked door at the end of a corridor she was done walking for the night. Then her own hand went down under the covers, past the hem of the nightgown, and two fingers came to rest low, on the place his palm had covered, where the ache kept its slow beat.

They stayed.


The Counted Week

The second claiming had been a discovery. The third week's Tuesday was an appointment, and Clara dressed for it the way she had once dressed for church, only honestly now.

She stood at her wardrobe in her shift and chose the deep green day dress, the one with the plain back, and left the drawer of underwear shut. That was the whole of her ritual this time: the dress over bare skin, a slip for decency's sake that would take ten seconds to lift, hair up. Down in the kitchen Mrs. Weeks was making the Tuesday supper — it had become Tuesday supper without anyone announcing it — and Leo was washing for the table, and no one had said a word to her about any of it, because the house had taken over the scheduling simply by proceeding.

She caught herself, at the table, holding her fork wrong. Her appetite was off in a way that had nothing to do with dread. Leo talked about his office, the man who'd mislaid the Hardy accounts; Arthur asked after the accounts himself, in his roundabout way; and under the linen and the silver Clara sat with her knees together and her body already two rooms away, and counted nothing, and was counted.

The study door knew her knock now. Two raps, the bolt, the lamplight.

"Late," Arthur said, from the desk, not looking up. The clock stood at four past. Her face went warm; four minutes of walking had become four minutes of wanting, and he had read the discrepancy to the minute.

"The stairs —"

"Shut the door, Clara."

She shut it. When she turned he was already crossing the room, and there was nothing of last week's patience in the set of his shoulders. He took her by the waist and turned her to face the chaise, and pulled the dress up her thighs in two rough handfuls of green cloth, and pushed her forward over its arm with a hand flat between her shoulder blades.

"No slip after all," he said, finding bare skin above her stockings. "You've come ready."

"I — yes."

"Ready how?"

"Yes, I've come ready." The last word broke on her, and to her horror the break was not fear. She stood bent over the arm of the chaise, face in the velvet, pulse loud in her ears, and, she could not help it, a first slick heat opened between her thighs before he had laid a finger on her.

"So I see." He knelt behind her without ceremony and put her thighs where he wanted them, wide, pushed to their stretch, and then he began the inspection — and rougher was the wrong word for it; rougher implied carelessness, and there was nothing careless in him. It was ownership. His mouth and fingers worked her without tenderness and without hurry, until the slickness ran past his knuckles and she was pushing back against his hand with small involuntary tilts of her hips, the velvet damp under her mouth where she'd pressed it to keep the sounds in.

"Look at me," Arthur said, when he rose and opened his trousers. "Eyes on me, Clara. All of it."

He took her with a single thrust, hard, to the root, and the shock of it wrung a cry out of her that the velvet didn't catch — and he held himself there, buried, his fists knotted in the dress at her hips, and made her keep her eyes open and turned back over her shoulder to his. The angle was shameless, deep, blunt; her whole weight hung on the chaise arm and his hands, and her body, traitor from crown to heel, bore down on him instead of away.

"This is the arrangement," Arthur said, level as ever. "A week. And you'll attend it ready, and you'll keep your eyes on me while I'm in you, because I'm not doing this to your back." He drew out and drove in again, harder, and her cry this time had no velvet over it. "Leo prays for a son. Leo gets a son. But the seed that gives it to him is mine, and the only reason my son gets a worthy son is standing in this room with her skirts round her waist. Say it."

"You're —" The thrust took the word away. She gathered it out of the velvet. "Your seed is the only way Leo gets a worthy son."

"Whose seed."

"Yours." Her eyes were streaming a little now, from the pace of him, from holding them open. "Yours, Arthur. Yours."

It did not last long, that session. This was no lovemaking, and her pleasure was not the point either. He was planting a field he had decided to plant. When he was done — a short, grinding minute of it, his finish driven home deep inside her like the last fencepost — he stepped back, tucked himself away, and fetched the cloth himself. He cleaned her standing, efficiently, one hand bracing her hip while the linen moved along her slit, and the strangeness of it undid her more than the fucking had: a patriarch of nine generations kneeling to wipe his own seed from his daughter-in-law with the same unhurried thoroughness he gave his boots, while she stood bent and emptying and, God help her, unwilling to have any of it wiped away at all.

There was the thought. It surfaced whole, between one stroke of the cloth and the next, in her own voice: that's mine now. What he leaves. It's mine to carry.

The thought stood very still in her mouth, and it tasted nothing like shame.

"Good," Arthur said, into the silence. He drew the dress down her thighs himself and smoothed it. "You understand the arrangement. Go and eat your supper."

She walked back along the corridor on legs that belonged to someone newer, and finished the Tuesday supper, and answered Leo's account of his office at the right intervals, and did not think of the seed as something to be washed out or dreaded or confessed. She thought of it the way she thought of the ring on her finger. Carried. Hers. Hers in a way nothing else in her life had ever quite been, because it had been put there on purpose, by a man who did not hesitate, for a purpose that predated her and would outlast her, and she carried it back along the corridor like something kept warm in both hands.

Friday broke the pattern, which was how she learned there was a pattern.

She was in the stillroom cutting lavender stems when Mrs. Weeks came out to her with a folded note and an odd, carefully blank face, and Clara read the angular hand standing among the drying bundles: The study. Seven-thirty. Wear nothing underneath.

Friday was no part of any bargain. Her first response, before thought, before the small cold voice that still kept the old ledgers, was a low pull of heat below her waist, her pussy tightening on nothing — her body saying yes to a piece of paper. She stood among the lavender with the note in her hand and understood, in one clean drop, what had changed. The calendar had been the bargain: Tuesdays, the study, until it takes. And now the calendar itself had been taken. He would summon her when it suited the house, and the days between would organize themselves around the summons, and she would come, and she was already — with the note barely cold in her hand — planning what to leave off.

She went at seven-thirty exactly. She had worn the gray wool, plain at the front, nothing at all under it; the stairwell's chill moved up her thighs with every step and she counted the treads to keep from pressing her knees together on the stairs, where anyone might see.

The chaise was angled to the fire. He had her on her back within a minute of the door — no inspection this time, no ledgers, just his hands and the green velvet under her and his weight settling over her, and Clara, wet before he reached her, wrapped around him with an ease that shocked her own ears with its sounds. This was not the duty. The duty had a rite in it, and an arm to bend her over. This was appetite, hers answering his, and the chaise creaked its old joints under them and neither of them quieted it. He finished inside her with his mouth at her throat, and she held him there after with her heels crossed at his back, deliberately, keeping the closeness an extra minute because she could, because no schedule governed this and so no schedule could end it.

She went down to the kitchen afterward for water, because her mouth was dry and because the ordinary route past the study door ran through the corridor, and Leo was there.

He stood by the window at the corridor's end with the wireless juddering faintly in his study behind him — she hadn't known he was home — and he glanced past her shoulder at the study door, then down at the gray wool, then up again.

"Clara. You were — Dad said you'd be." His hand went through his hair. "I mean. Are you okay?"

"It was just a procedure," Clara said.

Smooth. No crack in it this time, no velvet to press her mouth against; the lie came out of her smooth with practice, no seam in it at all, and she watched it land on him and do its work, watched his shoulders drop, watched him nod and look away with his relief and his jealousy taking their seats — and the fright rose in her at the smoothness itself. The first lie had cost her something. This one hadn't cost her a penny.

"Good," Leo said. "Good. I'm — supper's kept."

She slept that night, and woke on Saturday to gray light and rain on the nursery glass, and lay a while listening to the house. Then she got up and laid out her clothes for Monday on the chair — the navy day dress, the shoes, the pearl studs — an act of housekeeping as old as her hands — and stood looking at the chair, and understood what she was counting now: visits, not days. She stood a long time in the gray light, one hand at the collar of the navy dress, tallying something no calendar in this house had a page for.


Deepening the Connection

The days between visits had stopped being days.

Clara took her tea and called her mother and walked the garden with Leo and hung the washing, and underneath all of it ran the other clock, the one that measured the week in sleep to lose before Tuesday. Her body had learned the rhythm of the arrangement before her head agreed to it. At the long table her knees found each other and stayed. Standing at the stillroom sink she caught her weight settled on the counter edge, centered exactly where the ache lived. Once, passing Arthur on the stairs, she stood aside to let him pass and smelled wool and coffee and had to grip the banister until he had gone by.

On Sunday evening Leo found her at the sitting-room window, one hand flat on the cold glass.

"You've been out there a while."

"Just thinking."

"About what?"

The truth stood behind her teeth, wearing its Sunday best. Your father's hands. The size of them. How it feels when he — She swallowed it whole and gave him what was left over. "The house. The winter. Whether we'll have news by Christmas."

Leo's face did what it always did with hope — opened first, then guarded itself. Then he came and stood beside her, shoulder to shoulder, and looked out at the dark lawn. "Dad thinks it will happen soon. He told me in the study. Said he can tell."

He can tell. Clara kept her eyes on the window and did not laugh and did not cry. "He's usually right," she said.

Monday morning came up gray and drizzling. Clara was at the kitchen table with the first pot of tea and the household accounts, the kitchen still around her, when the back door opened and Arthur came in from the wet garden with his collar damp and his sleeves rolled, smelling of rain and turned earth. He filled his mug at the pot without asking, leaned against the counter, and looked at her — down at the table, at the white knuckles around her cup, at the way her knees had drawn together under the skirt.

"Sitting like that," he said. "Like a woman holding the sea out with her knees."

"I don't know what you —"

"You know exactly what I mean." He drank his coffee standing there, unhurried, and the look went over her once and came back. "I want you to do something for me tonight. I want you to think about your husband. How he fills you. The way he moves, how long it lasts, what his face does." He set the mug by the sink. "And then I want you to compare it. Honestly. That's tomorrow's lesson, Clara. Come to it prepared."

He took his umbrella and went back out into the rain, and Clara sat with the accounts unsquared and her tea cold, doing the homework immediately, in the empty kitchen, with her own hands.

It was Leo's face she called up first, to be fair to him. The careful tenderness, the braced apology of it. Then the rest arrived unbidden: the smallness, the quick finish, the sorry in her hair — measured against a weight that went down and down and a voice in her ear saying breathe out. Her hand had slipped under the table before she decided anything. Skirt rucked, cotton pushed aside, she was already slick past argument, and she pressed two fingers to herself and circled, biting her lip, chasing it fast and dirty with the rain ticking at the window — and the kitchen door opened and Arthur stood in it, arms folded, watching her come apart at his own table.

"Sorry—" The word tore out of her with her fingers still caught where they were.

"Don't be." He came across the flags and took her wrist, not roughly, and drew her hand up out of her lap and set it flat on the table, open, for him to see. Then his own hand replaced it, palm down over the cotton, pressing her open through the cloth. "This is what I wanted to see. Not the act. The appetite." His thumb found her through the cloth and rolled, slow, exact, and Clara's head went back against the chair and a sound came out of her that she had never made in this house in daylight. "Leo isn't here," he said, low, by her ear. "That's the point of the lesson. When he is, you'll hold this in your lap all through supper and know what it is. Now."

He worked her with two fingers and his thumb, patient, deep, until her heels skated on the flagstones and the dish rack rattled and she spent against his hand with a cry she did not manage to hold — spent shaking over the household accounts with her skirt round her hips and her father-in-law's mouth set in that unhurried line — and he held her through it, pressing the last of it out of her, then took a clean cloth from the rail and wiped his hand and her thighs, both, as though drying a cup.

"That," Arthur said, "belongs to the house now. Eat something before the tray goes up."

He was gone before her breathing settled.

Tuesday came at last, and with it the summons — but not to the study. A note under her door in the angular hand: The master bedroom. Nine. Your husband will be present. Clara read it three times by lamplight, her pulse knocking in her ears, because she knew what it meant, what it was for a house like this one to move an arrangement into a marriage bed: the study was where the house did its business. The bedroom was where the house lived.

Nine o'clock. Leo was there when she came in, standing at the foot of the bed in his boxers, arms folded tight across his chest, and Arthur sat behind him in the wingback chair by the window, shirt open, legs crossed, watching them both arrive. The lamp was turned low. The big mahogany bed filled the middle of the room with its turned-down sheet laid open.

"Stand by the bed," Arthur said, and it was not clear which of them he meant, so they both did. "Leo. You asked me once what your part was in all this. Watch tonight, and you'll understand it better than I could ever tell you."

Clara took off her own nightgown. Nobody asked her to; she simply did it, pulling the cotton over her head and letting it fall on the chair back, and the room's cool air found her and her nipples drew tight and she heard Leo's breath change at the foot of the bed. She lay down on the sheet, on her back, in the middle of the marriage bed she had shared with her husband for three years, and looked up at the canopy, and waited.

Arthur undressed without ceremony and came onto the bed. He lifted her legs at the ankles and set them high, folding her knees back toward her chest, tilting her up off the mattress until she was opened to the lamplight from behind — the angle lewd and absolute, aimed, she understood at once, at the mouth of her womb. He primed her first with two fingers, unhurried, saying it aloud to the room — "There it is" — and then set the blunt head of his cock against her and pushed in with one long, bottoming stroke.

The angle took her breath and gave back a shout. She heard herself — loud, cracked, filling the master bedroom, the room where she had been quiet for three years of small married sounds — and made no effort to catch it. Arthur braced her folded legs on his forearms and drove, deep and level, each stroke landing against the farthest place inside her with a force that shook the headboard against the wall, and the bed told the whole house its business in long wooden groans, and Clara matched it, cry for cry. Three years of swallowing those sounds in this very bed, and now she let them out one after another, glad of every one — glad most of all that Leo was there to count them.

"Come here," Arthur said to his son, never breaking stride. "Look what strength does. Look how she takes it when it's done properly. This is what a Cooper son gets, Leo. Depth. Stamina. A wife who weeps for it." His thumb pressed down through her folds from above, finding her swollen and exposed at the top of every stroke, and Clara's whole body began to climb. "Your part in this is the watching, boy. The making is mine."

Leo stood at the mattress edge, so close his knees touched the sheet. His face was ruin. Under the waistband of his boxers his cock had risen hard and helpless, and his eyes went between his father's face and his wife's open mouth and could settle on neither.

The climax came up through Clara fast and total, a flood with no shallows to warn her. It broke in her womb first — a clench, a seizure of everything inside her — and then took her whole body, back bowing off the sheet, legs wrenching against Arthur's forearms, the sound out of her raw and speechless while her sheath clamped and milked at the cock buried to its root in her. Past Arthur's shoulder Leo's face was there, ruined and wanting, and that finished her. Arthur rode it, teeth set, and let go with her — drove in to the hilt one last time and held, pulsing, his spend rising hot against the deepest part of her in long thick beats, his eyes fixed on her face while it happened.

He stayed inside her and lowered her legs slowly, one, then the other, laying her out flat with his weight settled over her and his seed held deep, and for a minute the only sound in the master bedroom was the three of them breathing.

Then Arthur withdrew, and stood, and dressed by the lamp while Clara lay where he left her — legs loose, used, keeping what she had been given — and Leo stood rooted at the foot of the bed with the wreck of his expression smoothing itself by force into something polite.

"You showed him," Arthur said from the doorway, and the door clicked shut on his footsteps going down the corridor, whistling, actually whistling, three notes of something old.

The lamp burned. The sheet was a wreck under Clara's hips. At last Leo sat down on the far edge of the bed, on his side, the side with his watch on the nightstand, and did not lie down.

"Was it like that every time?" His voice had been worn down to the grain. "In the study. All those Tuesdays. Was it — like that?"

Clara looked up at the canopy, at the seed of the man who was not her husband settling hot and permanent into the place the house had built for it, and she could have lied, and the lie would have cost nothing, and she found she was finished lying to Leo in the dark.

"Every time," she said.

Leo nodded, slowly, twice. His hand came across the sheet and found hers and held it, badly, trembling a little. "Good," he said, and meant it, and the meaning of it was the saddest thing she had ever heard. "I want you to have a strong son."

Her free hand slid down and came to rest, low, flat, over everything that had been left there, and beneath her palm the heat of it went on long after his weight had gone. On the nightstand Leo's watch ticked. Down the corridor the whistling faded on the stairs.


Taking Root

The Monday after, Clara woke before the bell and knew the day was wrong by her breasts. They ached the way a bruise aches, deep and low, and the cotton of her nightgown dragged across the nipples until she had to fold her arms over her chest just to stand at the window. In the bathroom mirror she pressed two fingers under the curve of one and the soreness answered from inside, from deeper than the breast itself. She stood there a long minute, toothbrush dry in her hand, and thought: it is Monday. He finished inside me six days ago. It cannot be doing anything this fast.

Her body disagreed. The tiredness arrived around eleven like a tide with a floor to it — not sleepiness, something under sleepiness, a heaviness seated in her thighs and the backs of her arms — and she had to sit down on the garden bench in the cold and make herself finish trimming the rose stems before she let it win.

Tuesday, Mrs. Weeks fried sausages, and Clara got four steps into the kitchen, stopped, and put her hand over her mouth.

"Ma'am?" Mrs. Weeks said, spatula in the air.

"I'm quite well. I'll take tea in the morning room."

The grease smell followed her down the corridor. It sat in her nose through the whole pot of tea, and when she poured the second cup the milk turned her stomach on the way down, and she set the cup in the sink and looked at it and thought, with a clarity that had no fear in it and that frightened her because it had no fear in it: I am carrying something already. I can tell before any doctor could.

She did not tell Leo. He was wrestling with the wireless aerial in the sitting room, shirt untucked, and when she passed the door he said, "Dinner at seven? Dad's back from the Hendersons," and she said, "Yes. Seven," in her proper voice, and kept walking.

She was alone in the sitting room over the mending basket when Arthur came in without knocking and stood in the doorway in his shirtsleeves, no waistcoat, no shoes, just stockinged feet on the rug, and read her like one of his ledgers, page by page.

"Put down the needle," he said.

She set the mending on the arm of the chair.

"Tired since Monday. Turning your face from the breakfast table since Tuesday. Leo mentioned it at supper and thought it was the weather." He crossed the room and sat on the chaise, unhurried, and patted the cushion beside him, and she went because she had stopped pretending to herself that she went any other way. "It's mine," he said. "The tiredness. The sickness. It's a Cooper doing its first work."

"You can't know that," she said. "It's been—"

"I know what I put in you and I know what it does. I've done this before." Not bragging. Level. A man reading a field he has farmed forty years. "This afternoon I'm going to keep it fed."

"Here?" Her voice caught on the word. "The sitting room. It's — the door isn't even—"

"Locked. No." He unbuttoned his cuff and rolled the sleeve. "It's three o'clock. Your husband is at the far end of the home field and will be an hour. And this is where the child was made known to me, so this is where I'll thank it." His hand went to her skirt hem, lifted it over her knees, and she caught his wrist and held it, two seconds, three, her fingers pale on the dark wool of his sleeve, and he let her hold it. "Say what you're going to say, Clara."

"I don't know what I'm going to say."

"You know. You've known since Tuesday's teacup." His thumb moved once over the inside of her wrist and stopped. "Your mouth wants to be asked. So: may I."

God help her, the want came up through her whole body before her mouth opened — the sore breasts, the heaviness in her thighs, everything tilting toward his hand — and she said, "Yes," and let go of his wrist.

He took her on the chaise in the daylight, curtains open, the big window giving on the whole south lawn, and the exposure worked on her worse than the dark of the study ever had. Anyone on the drive. The gardener at the wall. He had her skirt up and her drawers off one ankle and his fingers in her before she'd finished being scandalized, and she was soaked, and he said so. "Listen to that. Day three of the child and you're already running for me. That's how I know it's working. The breeding's taken because the mother's always ready." He worked her with two fingers, then three, unhurried, her back arching off the cushion, the window bright on her bare thighs, and when she was close he pulled his hand free and opened his trousers and put his cock to her and pushed in slow, all the way, and she made a sound she'd stopped bothering to swallow days ago.

"Louder," he said, moving. "The house should learn the news before the village does."

"It took," she got out, gripping the chaise arm, his thickness stretching her with every stroke. "You're saying it took. You don't—"

"It took. I'll want the test by Friday to make it official, but I've known sons before, and this one's doing my work already." He bent and put his mouth at the base of her throat, and the change of angle drove him deep and her body answered — the climax rolling up out of her, her cries ringing off the high ceiling in daylight, shameful and huge — and he held his own finish until she'd stopped shaking, then pressed in to the root and let go, hot and deep against the farthest part of her, and she felt every throb of it; his hand flattened low on her belly after, holding it in. "There. Fed," he said.

They heard the gate latch. Leo, back early. Arthur stood and dressed without hurry and was in the corridor fastening his cuff before Leo's boots hit the hall stones. Clara sat where he left her, seed held low, knees together, and listened — the boots crossing the hall, the kitchen radio starting up — and let out one careful breath before her knees could begin to shake. Then she arranged the mending basket over her lap like a lid on a pot.

Friday was the village run. She told Mrs. Weeks she'd take the chemist's list herself, and in the shop, under the bell over the door, she bought bread flour and lamp oil and a pregnancy test in a box small enough to close her hand around, and the pharmacist's boy rang it up among the purchases without a glance, and she carried it home in the basket under the tea like eggs.

She locked the bathroom door at four o'clock. Sat on the closed lavatory seat with the test between her knees and read the instructions twice and her hands were steady, which surprised her, right up until the moment she actually did it, and then they were not. The wait was three minutes. She watched the window where the control window was blank and thought, in her own voice, over and over: please. Please. That was the whole of it — please aimed at nothing, asking for both answers at once — and underneath it, lower, a voice she kept turning away from: if it is, I don't have to stop seeing him on Tuesdays.

Two pink lines.

She sat very still. The fear came in first, cold and total: Leo's face, the thank-you she could already hear forming. And under the fear, arriving a half-second later like its shameless twin: a son. A strong one. The thing he prayed for, and the thing Arthur built. Both at once. Both true. She looked at the two lines until they stopped meaning anything, then washed her hands, wrapped the test in a face flannel, and carried it downstairs in her hand.

She kept it all evening. Through dinner, through Leo's account of the fence at the home field, through the drying of dishes. It sat in the flannel in her sewing basket and she checked on it twice, pressing a finger to the flannel to be sure it was still there. At half nine, Leo in his chair with the newspaper, she took it out, unwrapped it, and carried it to him with the flannel-wrapped thing heavier in her hand than any small box had a right to be.

"Leo."

He looked up. Down at the test. Back at her. The newspaper slid off his knee and lay on the floor and he did not pick it up.

"Is that—"

"Two lines. I'm pregnant."

He came up out of the chair and his arms went around her and she stood in them with the test still in her hand, crushed to his chest, his breath loud by her ear, and he was shaking. "A baby," he said into her hair. "Clara. A baby." His arms tightened and she let them, her cheek pressed to the wool of his sweater, her nose full of him — soap, the ink off the newsprint — and she held her arm out to the side so the test would not dig into his back.

"A son," he said, pulling back to hold her face in both hands. "Dad said it would happen soon. He said— we're going to have a son." His eyes had gone bright and his voice cracked in the middle and she loved him, in that second, helplessly, and kept her feet very still. "Thank you," he said. "Thank you, Clara. Thank you."

For. The word he didn't say, thank you for, hung there anyway. She knew what he was thanking her for, and she knew what she had carried down the stairs, and she stood still inside his gratitude, a coat put on her by the wrong hands — because moving would show him something, and he was so happy, and his hands were on her face.

"You're welcome," she said.

He laughed, wet and short, and picked up the test from where she'd set it on the mantel and held it to the lamp like a man reading scripture, and she watched him do it and pressed her palm flat and still against her own belly under her cardigan and kept it there.

That night the house went dark by degrees, corridor after corridor, until only the bedroom held light and then that went too. Leo slept on his side of the bed, his breathing long and even, one arm flung toward her and not reaching. Clara lay awake in the black with the flannel-wrapped test in the sewing basket across the room and turned carefully onto her back and laid her hand low on her belly, flat, fingers spread.

"Arthur's son," she said, to no one, under her breath, and left her hand where it was, and slept.


The Competition

The summons came the next evening, and it came to both of them.

Mrs. Weeks carried it up on a tray with the cocoa and left it on the dresser without meeting anyone's eye: a single card in the angular hand, addressed to Leo and Clara together. The master bedroom. Nine o'clock. Both of you.

Leo read it four times. Clara watched him read it, sitting on the edge of the bed with her hair down, the Friday news still settling in her, and watched the hope and the dread fight for his face and split the difference.

"Both of us," he said. "That's — I mean, that's new. Isn't it? That's new."

"It's new."

"Do you know — has he said anything to you about —"

"No, love."

"Right." He put the card down, picked it up, put it down again. "Right. Nine o'clock."

At five to nine they went along the corridor together, and Clara heard Leo's breathing shorten with every step, and her own was not much better. Whatever the room wanted tonight, it was not going to be tea and congratulations.

The bedroom lamps were lit, both of them, the low one and the dressing one, and Arthur stood at the window end of the room with a glass of the funeral whiskey in his hand, already in his shirtsleeves. The big bed had been turned down. Clara looked at the turned-down sheet and understood the room before anyone spoke, and her body understood it a half-second earlier than she did — a low pull, traitorously quick, at the simple sight of that white rectangle.

Arthur let them stand. He let the silence do its work, the way he let frost do its work in the orchards. Then:

"The house has its heir," he said. "Confirmed yesterday, I'm told, by a chemist's test and my son's wife." His eyes went to Clara, and there was nothing but a dry approval in them, which burned worse than heat. "You told him in the sitting room like a good wife. Good. That's done properly. But the house marks its own milestones, and this is one. Tonight the three of us close the account." He drank, and set the glass on the windowsill. "Clara. The bed."

"Arthur —" Leo's voice came out a full tone too high. "Dad. The child's — she's — she should rest, shouldn't she? Now that it's —"

"She should." Arthur looked at his son, and waited, and did not help him.

Leo's mouth worked. Clara watched the argument assemble itself in him — the doctor said, the book said, every fiber of the decent modern husband he had tried to be for three years — and watched it fail to find a floor to stand on, because the floor was the house, and the house had turned the bed down.

"Both of us," Leo said at last, quietly. "You said both of us. So it's — what do you want me to do, Dad?"

Something moved behind Arthur's eyes. Clara saw it and could not name it — approval, perhaps, of the question's shape.

"Undress your wife," Arthur said. "That part is yours."

It was the gentlest cruelty she had ever been handed. Leo came to her slowly, like a man walking into a photograph of his own life taken from a strange angle, and unbuttoned her nightgown with the careful hands she knew, the ones that held the chess pieces and the account ledgers, and slid it off her shoulders, and knelt to lift the hem clear of her feet. His knuckles shook against her calves. She put her hand on his head, on the soft part of his hair, and he pressed his face for one instant against her stomach — against the flat, secret warmth of it — and then stood and stepped back, because the room required it, and his eyes were wet and he did not wipe them.

"On the bed," Arthur said, unbuckling his belt. "On your knees, Clara. Arms on the headboard."

She went up onto the sheet and took the position, knees apart, hands gripping the mahogany headboard, and heard behind her the small exact sounds of Arthur undressing — the belt, the shirt, each item folded over the chair back — while Leo stood at the side of the bed with his back to the wall, unable to leave, unable to watch, doing both.

Arthur came onto the bed behind her. His hand gathered her hair off her neck and held it in a loose rope, and his mouth was at her ear, and his other hand ran down her back, slowly, notch by notch.

"Hear the terms," he said. "He asked for his turn. I've allowed it — that's the gift, and Leo, you'll remember I allowed it." The head of his cock pressed against her, hot, blunt, not entering. "But a turn is not a planting. You'll keep him hard for me with your hand while I do the work. You'll thank your father before we sleep. And you'll come when he makes you, not when I do — because tonight is about what your husband can and cannot do, and you're going to show him. Both of you understand me?"

"Yes," Clara said.

From the wall, Leo's voice: "Yes, Dad."

"Now, Clara. Take him out. Get him ready for you."

She reached back with one hand and found Leo through the slit of his boxers, and drew him out — her husband's cock, small and quick to stiffen and familiar under her fingers, and for a moment the ache in her was tenderness. He hardened in her palm at the first stroke, desperately, gratefully, and she kept the rhythm slow and even, the way he liked, and heard his breath go ragged above her.

Arthur entered her in one stroke.

After the tenderness of it, the taking was a shock — full, deep, the stretch she knew better now than her own pulse, and she cried out and lost her hold on Leo, and Arthur stopped, buried, waiting.

"Keep him hard," he said. "That was the term."

"I'm — I'm trying —"

"Try."

She found the rhythm again, and Arthur set his, and the two rhythms fought — every time Arthur seated himself fully her fist lost the pace on Leo, and she had to find it again — and she hung between them, stroking her husband and being stroked by his father, the mahogany headboard cool under her gripping hand. Arthur bent over her back, his chest slick against her shoulder blades, the rope of her hair tightening by a degree.

"Tell him," Arthur said. "Tell your husband what it's like when it's done properly. He's standing right there, and he asked."

"It's —" A stroke knocked the word apart. She gathered it. "It's deep. It goes deep, Leo, deeper than — it reaches everything."

"Go on," Arthur said, against her ear.

"And I come. Every time. I can't help —" The confession ended in a moan as Arthur underlined it, grinding himself to the root against the farthest wall of her.

Leo made a sound — small, crushed, a man's last private belief going under — and then Arthur's hand closed over hers on Leo's cock, and held it still.

"Look," Arthur said.

Clara opened her eyes and turned her head. Leo stood with his cock in her slackening hand, softening in it — wilting, in front of his father, in front of his wife, despite the stroking, despite her, his body delivering the verdict his whole will had been drafted to dispute. He looked down at himself, at her hand, and his face did not crumple; it went very calm and very far away, a man reading his own bad news off a chart.

"Let him go," Arthur said.

She let him slip free. Leo stepped back out of her reach and sat down on the far edge of the bed — the edge with his watch on the nightstand — and put his face in his hands for a moment, and took them away, and watched.

Arthur straightened behind her and began, at last, the long deliberate rhythm she had learned to wait for — hands on her hips, the plunge and seat, the stretch, the pound of his body off her body filling the bedroom, and Clara, unpinned from her duty to her husband, gave herself to it, her knuckles white on the mahogany, her voice let all the way out, every sound she had ever swallowed in this house coming up out of her now. She heard her own sounds reach Leo where he sat an arm's length away, and instead of shrinking from him she pushed back harder onto his father, and that — Leo watching her want it, wanting him to watch — was the thing that undid her. The orgasm took her mid-stroke, her thighs shaking against the headboard grip, her arms buckling, her cry cracking in half — and Arthur followed her down, buried, pulsing, his forehead grinding into the back of her neck, spending everything he had against the mouth of her womb while her body clenched around him and drew it deeper.

"Thank you," she said, ordered to say it, meaning it, and did not look to see which of them it reached.

For a while the three of them stayed exactly as they were: Clara pinned and full on hands and knees, Arthur buried in her and breathing hard at her ear, Leo sitting on his side of the bed with his softened cock still out of his boxers and his face turned toward the wall.

Then Arthur withdrew, slow, and stood, and righted his clothes, and came around the bed and stood over Leo. He did not gloat. That was the worst of it — there was nothing to gloat about; everyone in the room had heard the answer.

"You asked for your turn," Arthur said. "You had it. Your turn was her hand, Leo, and what it could hold. That's not a punishment. That's the house telling you your size, and the house has never lied to a Cooper yet." He picked up the card from the dresser and laid it, face down, on his son's knee. "Sleep in your own bed tonight." His eyes went to the bed, to both its turned-down sides, and neither of them moved, and he watched them not move. "Both of you have had a long day."

He let himself out. His footsteps went down the corridor, unhurried, and the farther door closed.

The lamp still burned. Clara moved at last, slowly, her knees aching, and lay down in the wrecked middle of the sheet with one hand over her own wetness, keeping what she'd been given. Leo sat without moving. Then he lay back on his side of the bed, above the covers, clothed where she was bare, and stared at the canopy, and his chest rose and fell and rose.

"Clara," he said, finally, into the lamp-lit dark. "Did you —" He stopped. She heard him rebuild the sentence several ways and abandon all of them. "Never mind. It's fine. Everything's — it's fine."

"Leo."

"It's fine," he said again, to the canopy, in the voice he used for the Hardy accounts, and turned off the lamp on his side, and the room went down to the one low flame by the window, and the three of them stayed, against his last instruction, in the bed where two of them were married.


The Humiliation of the Father

The management of Clara began with a list.

Arthur wrote it himself, at the study desk, in the angular hand she knew from the summons notes, and Mrs. Weeks pinned it inside the kitchen dresser where the staff could read it and Clara could not avoid it. Milk with honey at seven. Broth at noon. Meat once a day, roasted, pink. No champagne at table. Two hours of walking, morning and evening, along the gravel paths, at a slow pace, in any weather short of rain. It was signed, at the bottom, with nothing — no name, no initial — because in this house a list was not a request and did not need a signature.

"There's a woman in the village who does maternity dressmaking," Arthur said at breakfast, the morning after the list went up. "I've spoken to her. You'll be fitted on Thursday."

"I have dresses, Arthur."

"You have dresses for a wife." He buttered his toast without looking up. "You'll have dresses for the mother of the heir. Cream. Loose through the body, buttoned down the front. I told her the color."

Leo, at the far end of the table, said nothing into his eggs. He had been sent down for the salt when the conversation started, and for the marmalade in the middle of it, and by the time he sat again it was finished. Clara kept her eyes on her plate and did not let her mouth curve. It was not sympathy.

The weeks after the confirmation stacked themselves like linens. By seven weeks she was sick every morning, and Leo learned to hold her hair back and wet a cloth without being asked, and she caught herself resenting how gently he did it, because gentleness had stopped being the thing she measured men by. Dr. Mercer came out from town on a gray Thursday and examined Clara in the morning room with Arthur standing at her shoulder, and it was Arthur who answered the questions — the sickness, the sleeping, the spotting there had not been — in the same level tone as the diet list upstairs, the list that needed no signature, while Clara lay on the day bed with her dressing gown open and felt like a field being walked by its owner and its vet at the same time.

"Any cramping?" Mercer asked, looking at Clara, and Arthur answered before her mouth could open. "None." The pencil moved on without her. "A strong heartbeat," Mercer said at last, sitting back. "Strong for ten weeks. Whatever this household is doing, Mrs. Cooper, it agrees with you."

"I'm sure it does," Arthur said, and the doctor — to her lasting wonder — wrote something down and let it pass.

Leo was sent to fetch the doctor's bag from the hall. He carried it in holding it out in front of him with both hands, careful of it, a bag that weighed nothing and embarrassed him completely. Mercer thanked him; Arthur did not. Clara watched her husband stand holding a doctor's bag in his own sitting room for no reason anyone had given him, and watched herself watch him, and noted, coolly, that some low shelf inside her had enjoyed it.

The cream dresses came on Friday. Three of them, buttoned down the front, loose through the body, exactly as he had specified, and Clara stood in her room in the first of them and understood that the buttoning was the design. One hand, one pull, and the whole front of her opened.

Her breasts had known before any test did — that first Monday's deep ache — and by the third month they had company in their office: the inspections.

Leo's part in it settled into a wordless round. He carried the broth up on a tray at noon and stood while she tasted it and reported. He walked the evening lap with her, two paces behind with a folding stool under his arm in case she needed to sit, and once, when she stopped to watch a fox cross the rose garden, he stood holding the stool and watched her watch it. The cushions in the sitting room multiplied. If she shifted, he was already lifting one under her, and Mrs. Weeks began leaving the tray in his charge without being asked.

It was Arthur's habit now, of an afternoon. He would find her in the sitting room or the morning room, wherever the light was, and Mrs. Weeks would develop an urgent errand in the kitchen, and Leo — Leo came when he was sent, which was every time.

"Stand," Arthur said, that afternoon, closing the sitting-room door with his heel. Leo was already in the room, in the corner chair with the estate paper he was not reading, and Clara, heavy and slow in the cream dress, set down her milk and stood with her hands folded in front of her, under the curve of her belly.

"Turn. Let me see the profile."

She turned sideways, and the dress pulled over the round of her, and she stood in the pale light while her father-in-law looked at her body the way the surveyor had looked at the south meadow — measuring, valuing, deciding nothing because everything had been decided.

"You see the difference," Arthur said, to Leo, without raising his voice. "Four months. Come and look at her properly."

Leo put the paper down. He came and stood at arm's length, his ears pink, his eyes traveling the carpet, the window, his own hands.

"Look at her, Leo. Look at what the house has done with your marriage." Arthur stepped behind Clara and unbuttoned the cream dress from collar to hem with one deliberate hand, the buttons giving one by one, and drew it off her shoulders and down her arms until she stood in the cool room in nothing but the small linen shift beneath, the whole heavy arc of her belly bare, her breasts swollen above it, the nipples dark and tender against the air. He laid his palms over the curve of her, spanning it, and Clara's breath went short — his hands were warm and enormous and certain, and the child shifted under them.

"There. That's what you are paying for — what the house is buying your name with." His thumbs moved in slow circles over the taut skin, reading it, and Clara felt the heat of him down her back and the heat of her own blood rising to meet his hands, her nipples aching, her body — her calm, managed, obedient body — tightening between the legs with nothing done to earn it. "The Mercer woman says strong. I could have told her strong. The blood is mine."

"She's —" Leo's voice came out dry. He cleared it. "She's beautiful."

"She is," Arthur agreed, and Clara heard the trap in the agreement close gently around her husband. "Say the rest of it."

Leo looked at the carpet. Looked up. "She's beautiful," he said again, helplessly, "Dad," and Clara stood with her eyes on the middle distance and her shift at her waist and her father-in-law's hands on the child, and thought, appalled at herself, in the small clear voice that had once kept accounts and had lately stopped filing anything: he said it twice because you wanted him to. The shame arrived on schedule and, as on schedule, changed nothing.

Arthur dressed her himself — drew the shift down, the dress up, fastened the buttons from hem to collar with the same patience, and patted the last one flat under her fingers. "Good. Now rest, both of you. The Mercer woman comes Thursday, and I want her looking at a wife who's been slept."

He went to the door, and paused there, and looked back at the two of them standing in the restored order of the sitting room.

"Her shoes, Leo," he said. "She can't reach the laces now. See to it."

And Leo — Leo crossed the room and knelt on the rug in front of his wife, unasked, twice-told, and took her foot in his lap and began on the laces — work his fingers had never done, humble, fiddly work, and he redid the first bow before he got it right. His ears were still pink. He tied a neat bow, and then, because the order had only covered the laces, he stayed where he was and did the second shoe the same way, and pressed her ankle once, lightly, before he let her go. Clara, resting her hand on the heavy round of her four-month belly, looked down at the top of his head and let him.


The Final Claim

Clara was four months showing when the inspections changed.

Until then Arthur had managed her the way he managed the orchards — by list, by hour, by the walking of boundaries. In the second week of the fourth month the management became hands-on. He began finding her in the mornings, when the light came good into the sitting room, and turning her by the shoulders into it, and reading her body without hurry, without sentiment, and twice.

"You've dropped," he said one such morning, his palm flat under the curve of her belly, lifting its weight an inch. "Good. That's the boy settling. You'll carry easier from here."

"He'll be here before harvest," Clara said, and heard the pride in her own voice and did not take it back.

"Yes. He will."

On a Tuesday evening the summons came to her directly — not the kitchen card but Arthur himself, appearing in the sitting-room doorway with his sleeves rolled, saying only, "Study. Now, before supper."

He closed the door behind her with the key-turn she no longer flinched at, and stood her in front of the desk, and looked at her for a long moment with the fire working behind him.

"Turn around," he said. "Slowly."

She turned. The cream dress moved with her; the belly led the way now, unmistakable under the soft wool, and his eyes traveled its whole arc, slow, thorough.

"Good," Arthur said. "You're carrying him well. Better than well. Come here."

He sat her on the desk's edge — the mahogany cool through the dress — and stood over her, and began the inspection with his hands. The belly first: both palms spanning it, pressing gently here and there, following the hard little back he said he could distinguish from the limbs. Then upward. He unbuttoned the dress to the waist and lifted her breasts out one after the other, heavy and veined now, the nipples dark, and weighed each in a hand, running his thumbs over the peaks until they hardened and she was holding the desk's edge.

"Tender," she managed.

"Necessary. He's drawing from you." He bent and took one nipple into his mouth, slow, unhurried, not a lover's pull but a husband's claim, and heat shot from it down through her belly and pooled between her legs where nothing was being done about it at all. When he lifted his head his eyes were bright and level. "The body answers, Clara. Every part of it. You've stopped being surprised by that, I think."

"Yes," she said, and meant every letter of it.

He pressed her hand to the place where the boy shifted — a firm roll under her palm, then another, and another, and held it there.

"There. He knows his father's voice."

It was absurd and it was biology, and she felt the kick land in her own palm anyway, with Arthur's hand over hers, and the two facts lay down together and slept.

That evening, an hour after supper, the second summons came, and this one was for two. Mrs. Weeks brought the word up to Leo's room, and Clara met her husband on the landing, and they went along the corridor together to the master bedroom in a silence neither of them tried to fill. Leo walked half a step ahead, clearing the way for her.

Arthur was waiting by the bed. The lamps were low. He had laid a towel across the middle of the turned-down sheet — the house thought of everything — and he stood with his hands folded, watching them come in, watching Clara see the towel and understand.

For a moment no one moved. Clara stood with her hands folded at her waist and her eyes on that white strip of toweling, and her body had understood it a full breath before her face did.

"Leo," Arthur said. "You've had your turn, such as it was. Tonight you'll have the seeing. Sit in the chair where I can find your eyes."

Leo sat in the corner chair. His hands took the arms of it and stayed.

"Clara. Dress off. Everything but the wedding ring."

The cream wool came over her head and she folded it, out of habit, onto the dresser. Four months of pregnancy stood in the lamplight — the heavy sway of her, the dark line running down from her navel, the fullness of her breasts, the unmistakable silhouette of the house's heir — and she heard Leo's breathing change across the room, and did not look at him, because Arthur had not told her to.

"On your back. Toward your husband. Knees up."

She lay back on the towel, and Arthur arranged her — a pillow under her hips, her knees drawn up and apart, her belly a pale moon between them — and then he undressed, item by item, and stood looking down at her, at all of it, and she remembered standing on the study rug before supper and let him look, and above his own arousal he said, conversational as ever:

"Do you know what your husband is looking at? A Cooper heir. Four months of Cooper heir, grown in a Cooper wife, fed on Cooper beef and Cooper milk. Look at her, Leo. There isn't one inch of this that you made, and there isn't one inch of it that isn't magnificent."

"I know," Leo said, from the chair. His voice came out flat and did not rise.

"I know you know. I want you to see it while I'm in her — to watch her body take me and understand what it's for."

Arthur knelt on the bed and entered her slowly, careful of the weight between them, his hands coming under her hips to tilt her, and the angle with the pillow was deep and strange and made her gasp at the first seated stroke — full, lower, everywhere the boy lay. He moved that way a long time, unhurried, drawing her pleasure up, his eyes on her face, and Clara's hands found the sheet and her hips began, shamelessly, to rise off the towel to meet him, her breath coming in short open-mouthed sounds she made no effort to keep behind her teeth. From somewhere far off came the first Tuesday — the locked door, the fire, her eyes held to the bookshelf for the whole hour — and her body carried no such memory in it now. Her hips rose before she decided anything.

"Look at her," Arthur said, never breaking the rhythm, his voice roughening. "Watch her face, Leo. That's not duty. Her duty ended when the seed took. That's the wife of the house being fucked by its master, and she's grateful, and she'll show you." Clara opened her eyes and lifted them to Arthur's face above her and held them there, steady, while Leo watched. His thumb came down through her folds and rolled, once, twice — "Now, Clara."

The wave broke over her on his thumb's third pass. Her back bowed as much as the belly allowed, her cry cracked the quiet of the master bedroom, and her body seized around Arthur's cock in long helpless pulses while her husband sat three feet away and watched his wife spend around the thing she had wanted instead of him. Arthur held her through it, grinding slow, and then let his own finish go inside her — deep, held, the pulse of it against the neck of her womb, his groan more breath than sound.

He stayed in her while the shaking stopped. Then he withdrew, and pressed a folded towel gently between her legs, and helped her to her side, and covered her, and turned to the corner chair.

"The kicks," Arthur said. "New duty for this house. Every evening at eight she'll lie down and you'll count the boy's movements and write the number in the book on the mantel. Strong nights and weak nights. You'll report to me at breakfast. The house reads its accounts, Leo, and this account is your hand's."

Leo's eyes came up from the carpet. He looked at his wife on the bed, at the towel, at the small hard mound shifting under the sheet.

"I can do that," he said.

"I know you can." Arthur buttoned his collar. "It's a father's office. I'm giving it to you because you can do it and because no one else in this house will ever need to."

He collected his jacket and went out, and the door clicked, and the room was left to the lamp and the two of them. Leo rose after a while, and took the pencil and the small green book from the mantel, and turned the pages, and found them empty, and squared the book on the nightstand on his side of the bed with its pencil laid across it, perfectly parallel — a handrail he intended to hold for a long time.

"Eight o'clock," he said, to no one, to the book.

Clara lay with one hand on the belly and felt the boy turn under her palm, and watched her husband practice writing today's number on the back page, and said nothing at all.


The Heir

Her waters broke at dawn on the morning of the first frost, in the master bedroom, onto the rug Arthur had chosen for her side of the bed.

She lay still for a while, one hand on the huge taut weight of herself, feeling the slow warm flood and the deep gathering ache behind it, and listened to the house come awake below her — fires laid, kettles filled, the day staff moving through their rounds — and thought, with a calm that surprised her: today, then. Today the house gets what it has been owed for nine months.

Arthur was sent for. He came up dressed for breakfast and looked at the rug, and the wet, and his daughter-in-law propped on her elbows with her nightgown stuck to the enormous curve of her, and said, "Good girl. Stay where you are. I'll bring the world to you."

Then the world came. Mrs. Weeks with boiled sheets. The gardener's boy with a trunk of towels. And Dr. Mercer, who arrived before nine with her bag and her rolled sleeves, setting up her instruments on the dresser of the master bedroom with the unhurried competence of the woman who had delivered half the county on kitchen tables. She looked around the room — at the patriarch directing the placement of the bed, at the husband sent down for hot water and coming back with it, at the daughter-in-law gripping the sheets — and said nothing about any of it, because forty years of country practice had taught her which rooms were run by which men.

The labor was long and it was hard. Clara had walked every day for nine months at the pace of a man's list, and the boy came down a path made strong by it, but he was a Cooper, and Coopers did nothing by halves. Pains took her at seven and had her full by noon, and through all of it Arthur stayed at the head of the bed, his hand wrapped around hers or pressed flat against the drum of her belly, talking her through each wave in the low level voice he used for everything — breathe out, not in; bear down when the doctor says; the house is watching you and the house is proud — while Leo stood at the foot of the bed with his sleeves rolled to the elbow and a jug of hot water he had been sent for four times, and mercifully no one asked him to do anything else, because his hands shook too badly to be trusted with even that.

Mid-afternoon, between waves, Mercer made her walk the corridor's length with an arm under her elbow, and Arthur followed with the watch, timing what could be timed. Margaret came to the door once, and her gray eyes went first to Arthur's hand lying flat on her daughter-in-law's belly, then to Clara's face, and went away without a word; whatever she knew about this room, she kept it. The pains came closer together as the light went long, and Clara stopped speaking somewhere in there and worked instead, both hands in the sheets, shameless with effort.

One wave arrived and would not leave. Her body clenched around it from the inside out, her heels braced against the hands holding her steady at the shoulders, the cry tearing out of her on a note she did not recognize as her own voice — and through all of it Arthur's thumb worked the heel of her palm in slow circles, and the wave broke and drained and let her go.

"She's tearing a little," Mercer said, in the late afternoon. "I can manage it. Pressure here, Clara — and your husband might wait outside—"

"He stays," Arthur said, without looking at anyone but Clara. "This is his house. Let him see what it costs."

Clara, somewhere above the pain, felt the sentence land on her husband, and had one clear thought between contractions — he'll never forget the sound of me — and then the next wave took even that.

The boy was born at twenty past six, into Mercer's hands, bawling, with a head of dark wet hair and a grip that closed on the doctor's finger and would not be opened. He was put on Clara's chest, and she looked down through the sweat and the wreck of the day at her son — at the astonishing, complete little body of him, at the furious red face — and the love that hit her had nothing to do with anyone else in the room, and everything to do with everyone else in the room, and she cried.

Then Arthur took him.

There was no question of anyone else. Mercer had hardly finished the cord before the boy was in his father's arms, wrapped in the good towel Mrs. Weeks kept back for him, and Arthur stood at the window in the last of the light with his son held out along his forearm — an old, practiced hold; he had done this three times before — and studied him.

The boy stopped crying. He opened his eyes.

Steel-blue, the exact color of the eyes above him, and under the dark hair the face was already Arthur Cooper's in miniature — the jaw, the set of the brow — arrived early and set in place in the line's newest son.

"Well." Arthur said it to the boy, to the room. "There you are."

He turned and carried him across the bedroom and held him out to Leo — the presentation, complete, unmistakable, the lord of the harvest handing the sheaf across the table — and Leo took his son, his wife's son, his father's son, into his shaking arms.

"Edmund," Arthur said. "After my father. The house will call him Edmund, and so will you."

Leo said the name back. "Edmund." His voice broke in the middle of it and he started again, and Clara watched her husband hold his father's son and say the name twice because once did not hold, and watched him mean it — and the meanest part was this: meaning it was the only door left open to him, and everyone in the room watched him walk through it.

Leo sat down on the edge of the bed with the boy before anyone gave him leave, and held him wrong, and then right, and looked up once at his father and once at Clara and then not at anyone at all. Edmund had his fist wrapped around Leo's finger by then, and Leo let him keep it.



They kept her in bed for the evening, and the house was gentle with her — broth, and fires, and hushed feet. At eight, when the boy was brought to be fed, Arthur came to the nursery.

He came quietly, in his shirtsleeves, and stood over the rocking chair where Clara sat with Edmund rooting at her breast, and for a while he only watched, and his face had gone soft — the same look she had caught over the ledgers, over the orchards, over nothing to do with her.

"You feed him well," he said, at last.

"He feeds easily," Clara said. "Mercer says—"

"I'm not asking about Mercer." He crouched beside the chair. His fingers, the back of them, brushed the small fist thumping softly at her breast — then he reached in and bared her properly, drawing the cloth of her nightgown down off the full weight of her, and looked at her nursing his son with an attention that had left congratulations far behind. The boy suckled, and the pull of him ran through her like a wire, and her milk came down hot and fast, and Arthur watched the letdown happen with his thumb resting at the underside of her breast, tracing the slow swell, reading her body's answer to its work.

"The house is pleased," he murmured. "The house wants to be sure of its instrument." His mouth came to her throat, open, warm, nothing courteous in it. His hand slid down over her stomach — still rounded, still bruised, still his — and pressed between her legs, over the thick pad, warm and firm, reading her there the way he had read her belly in the study, and her body, not yet a full day married to a needle and thread, shocked her by answering: a slow, low gathering of heat, shameless, wrong, real. Her body had learned this hand months ago across a study desk, she thought, and had never unlearned it; the heat had come before the permission did, same as always. She could have caught his wrist, and did not. She made a sound into her son's hair and Arthur took it as the report it was.

"Good," he said, against her throat. "Sore, and open to me anyway. That's the whole of you, Clara. That's what the house keeps." He straightened, eased her nightgown back over her with a peculiar gentleness, and stood looking down at the two of them in the rocking chair. "Rest. Mend. The house will want a second, and you'll want to give it. I've seen that much already."

He went out. Out in the corridor his light went off, and the dark came under the door.

Midnight found her in the rocking chair still, too tired to move and not wanting to, with Edmund asleep at her breast and the nursery dark but for the low flame of the night lamp. Her thighs were pressed together against the ache Arthur had left her, and the ache and the boy and the whole weight of the sleeping house held her there, rocking, long past the time she should have slept.


The Renewal

Edmund was two weeks old the morning Arthur came to her room with chamomile.

Clara heard the door and did not cover herself — the whole house had seen her at worse by now — and went on nursing, the boy's furious little mouth working at her breast while his father crossed the room, set a steaming cup on the nightstand, and looked down at the pair of them. Honey in the chamomile every morning. He had been sending it up since the second day.

"Let him finish," Arthur said.

So she did, and he stood by with his sleeves rolled and watched his son feed, and when the boy came off her with that drunk, milk-heavy slackness, Arthur took him, all of him at once, and carried him to the bassinet and lowered him in and stood over the small breathing bundle for a while.

"He has my eyes," Arthur said.

"Everyone says so."

"Everyone is right." He drew the blanket to the boy's chin. "Your body carried him well. That matters more than you know."

He drew the desk chair to the bedside and sat, and the way he sat — knees bracketing hers, forearms on his thighs — put the whole conversation at close range before it began.

"The house needs another."

Clara looked at him over the blanket. Two weeks since the stitching; she was still bleeding a little, still moving through her own rooms at half her old pace. "Another son."

"A spare. A guarantee." He said it in the tone he kept for drainage. "One boy is a start, and starts die. You've seen the plaque in the west passage — Cooper infants, whole rows of them, gone before their first winter. This family has buried more heirs than it has kept. The house doesn't run on hope, Clara. It runs on surplus."

She thought of the plaque, the small names, the dates too close together. In her first year she had walked past it a hundred times and read it as history. Reading it differently now cost her nothing.

"How soon?" she asked, and heard the question leave her before any wall could be built around it, and Arthur heard it too.

He reached out and laid his palm flat on her belly, over the thin cotton of her shift, and the warmth of his hand went through her, steady and unhurried, settling into her like something returned. His fingers spread, pressing gently, reading the looseness of her, the softness that two weeks had not yet called back.

"Still soft," he said, thumb tracing just above her navel. "Still open. Still fertile — don't tell me you haven't felt it. The body knows how to make what I need, Clara. It's already making ready. You're bathing and finding yourself wet and you haven't told a soul."

She had. Every morning, in the jug-warmed water, her hand checking between her thighs the way it now checked the belly. The slickness had come back ten days after the birth, quiet and unprompted, her body tuning itself to a music she had not been asked for.

"When you're ready," Arthur said, rising, the chair scraping back, "let me know. Tuesdays work best."

He left the chamomile behind and went out quietly past the bassinet, and Clara lay alone with her palm on her own softness, hearing the door click, and did not decide anything. The slickness had been deciding for her since the tenth morning.

Leo came that afternoon.

He came with a bunch of late roses from the south wall, ridiculous and sweet, and sat where Arthur had sat, and held his son with careful terror, as though the bundle might go off. He held him wrong and Clara fixed his elbow without thinking, and the baby yawned in his arms, and Leo looked down at him and could not make his face settle.

"You look stronger," he said. "Better. The color's come back to you."

"The house feeds me."

"I'm glad." He rocked the bundle a fraction, finding a rhythm. "I've been thinking. About us. After — you know. Once you're mended, we could take the cottage in Cornwall for a month. The three of us. I've been saving. I just — I want you to know that there's an us after all this. That's all I —"

"Leo." She reached over and stilled his arm, and made herself say it to his face, because he was her husband and the lying days in the dark were over. "I'm ready to conceive again."

The roses tipped in his grip. He looked at her, and she watched him take it — the sentence, the plainness of it, the fact that she had brought it to him like a grocery list — and she watched him fold it away somewhere behind his eyes and nod.

"For the house," he said.

"For the house," she agreed, and her voice held, and she hated how well it held, and Leo looked down at his son and rocked him and said nothing else, and the distance in the room — the fresh inch of it, laid down between them this afternoon like a new flagstone — went unremarked by either of them. He put the roses in water before he left, cutting the stems with the kitchen scissors, careful and unhurried about it, and carried Edmund back to the bassinet with both arms, and went out with his shoulders level and his face very tidy.

Tuesday came, as Tuesdays did.

She dressed for it in the navy slip, nothing beneath, and told no one, and walked the corridor at the old hour with her body carrying her the way a river carries a boat. The house was quiet at that hour, the family at supper below, fires being laid, and her bare feet made no sound on the runner. She kept her eyes forward past the west passage, past the plaque. The study door. Two knocks. The key.

Arthur had laid a folded quilt across the velvet chaise, and two pillows, and there was a small jar of oil on the side table, and that — the preparations, the thought in them, the patience — undid her.

"You're tender still," he said. "We'll go carefully. Lie back."

She lay back on the chaise on the quilt, in the place where she had first been looked at, and Arthur oiled her first, slow careful fingers, and at the second stroke she flinched — the stitches inside still tender — and he went utterly still, his eyes on her face, until her hips softened under his hand. Then he entered her an inch at a time, pausing at each one, and the soreness burned itself out and left only the ache she had been carrying since the bath, rising now to meet him. He moved then, long and gentle, one hand braced against the chaise arm and the other flat over her womb, as though to feel himself arrive where the next heir would sit. Clara, who had expected to endure it, discovered instead that her body had been waiting for this — greedy, silent, wide open before he asked it for anything — and the fright of that arrived a breath behind the pleasure, because this was no longer something being done to her. The orgasm came up through her quietly at the end, a long low tide, her hand flying to her mouth and Arthur catching the wrist and moving it away.

"None of that," he said. "Not in this house."

She cried out, then, into the lamplit room, softly, and he followed her down with his forehead against her ear and finished deep with a long held breath, and stayed.

Afterward he cleaned her with warm water and the quilt was folded away, and he held the door for her, and she walked the corridor home through the sleeping house with the wetness of him beginning its slow work between her legs. Her body had wanted it. She stopped once, at the turn past the west passage, one hand against the cool stone, and stood with that fact and could not put it down — not the act, the appetite, hers, awake all autumn, waiting for her.

In her room Edmund slept in the bassinet with his fists by his face. Clara lay down beside him, and her hand went where it always went now, flat and low over the softness of her stomach, pressing gently, welcoming in advance whatever the house chose to plant there next.


The Schedule

Edmund came off the breast with a long, milk-drunk sigh, and the door opened before Clara had him squared on her shoulder.

Arthur crossed to the window and stood with the morning at his back, a single sheet of cream paper in one hand. She buttoned her blouse with her son's breath warm against her neck, and he let her finish. Arthur let a body finish anything it could do for itself.

"Read it," he said.

She took the sheet. The columns ran down it in his square, unhurried hand. Six o'clock, the child's first feed. Ten, the second; Mrs. Weeks, deliveries. Twelve, Clara's rest hour. Supper at seven. Leo, in the same level ink, Thursday and Saturday, ten o'clock. Beneath that, ruled off alone, pressed so hard the pen had bitten the page: Tuesday. Eight o'clock. The study. Heavy lines stood proud of the paper; a person could read this sheet blind, with a thumb, and find the hours that were his.

"It hangs where they eat," she said. "Mrs. Weeks will plan her whole week by it. The last line — does the last line have to hang there?"

"The kitchen's hours are on it too. Six feeds and a rest hour don't keep themselves." He took the sheet's edge between two fingers and squared it on her palm. "Any line on it may be argued before Friday. After Friday it belongs to the house. No one will argue."

She looked at the bitten page a moment longer. Edmund burped against her collar.

"You'll carry it down yourself," Arthur said. "A thing means more from the hand it governs."

She dressed her son for the day, and took the paper, and went down.

The kitchen held porridge steam, and the sink below the window smelled of lye soap. Mrs. Weeks stood at the range with her sleeves pinned back and did not turn. The corkboard hung beside the larder door, where the week's menus lived with the milk round and one funeral notice gone yellow at its corner. Below it sat the coffee pot. Clara chose the space at eye level, where every hand in the house came twice a day whether it meant to or not, and reached past the brass pins in the tin for the one black-headed pin the house used for bills already paid, and could not have said why.

The pin went in and the cork held. She smoothed the cream paper with the side of her hand until the curl went out of it and it lay flat to the board, one more notice among notices. She kept her face level, the face she used for reading recipes aloud, and washed her hands at the sink afterward, though they were clean.

From the stove, Mrs. Weeks read it through. "Very clear," she said, and turned the flame under the porridge down to a whisper. The kitchen kept quiet for the paper the rest of the morning.

Leo came down early the next day and read the board with his toast in one hand. He went over it twice, top to bottom, lips moving on the heavy line, and then he sat in his own chair, slower than usual.

"There I am," he said. "Under Saturday. Ten o'clock." He turned his mug a half-circle on the cloth. "I just — it's odd, seeing it written. The feeds I don't mind, the feeds are good. Only I'm on it. Like the milk. Like I'm on the milk order."

"It's the same week it has always been," Clara said. "Someone has only written it where we can all keep it."

He nodded at the window. He had buttered a slice and let it go cold whole. "Yes," he said, and then, in the voice he did his sums in, "Yes, of course." A short sound came out of him that had no laugh in it, and he gave that up too. Before he went upstairs he stopped at the board once more and squared the sheet's edge with two fingers, though it hung straight. At ten o'clock he carried Edmund down for his feed, on the minute, unasked. The first thing he did with the paper was serve it.

Friday, the house ran on it. She lay down at noon because the paper laid her down, and woke at the ten o'clock feed a breath before Edmund cried, the schedule already living in her sleep. She caught her own eyes going to the board when she had only come in for the tea strainer.

That night, drying at her bedroom fire, she found the readiness already on her. She had bathed thinking of linens and the mending basket, and the towel came to her thighs and met a warm, done wetness with nothing under it — no thought of the study in it, no memory she had summoned, nothing her evening had asked for. For a moment she stood very still. Then she pressed her knees together and the press confirmed it, plain as a signature. Days early. She hung the towel and did not look at the glass.

Saturday afternoon she came through the kitchen with Edmund on her arm, and by the larder door the cotton had gone heavy, and by the foot of the stairs she was soaked through, her pace up them serving nobody but the sheet on the wall. She had not given the study one thought all day. The wall had thought of it for her. She stood at the foot of the stairs and tried to argue it away — menus, the mending, the christening list — and the lists went thin and slid off her, and the wetness stayed where it was, patient as ink. The pulse of it came low and slow, in time with nothing, three days early and keeping the appointment anyway.

By Monday she had learned which chair put the board at her back.

Tuesday, at eight, she went up. Her knock went into the dark oak, and Arthur's voice brought her through it. The lamp stood low on the desk; the whiskey sat untouched on its tray.

He set her in front of him and unfastened the placket of her cream dress to the waist, one-handed. The buttons parted as they had been made to part. His palm settled low on her belly, warm and heavy, and pressed gently downward, and held there, reading her. While his hand waited, his eyes came up her body and took their own inventory, unhurried, and she stood under both at once, the hand and the look, unable to say which held her harder. His face gave up the answer before his mouth did.

"Still soft. Receptive." He fastened two buttons and left the rest open to the cool of the room. The wool lay open over her chest, and the lamp's low warmth sat on her bare skin there while he looked, taking his time over what the house had just been told it owned. "The paper is keeping you well."

"Nothing tonight?" The words were out before she could dress them better, and she heard the naked want in her own voice and stood there in it, buttoned and unbuttoned at once.

"The paper says Tuesdays. I keep the paper." He smoothed the wool closed at her waist and stepped back to his chair. "When the ink is yours, you'll know." He took up his pen, and that was the whole of the audience. "Go and wait for your mark."

She went down the stairs buttoned wrong, knew it at the hall mirror, and left it. Arthur had told her once, in another life of this same house, to count the days and give them weight. She had stopped counting somewhere between the bath and the stairs. The days were counted for her now.

The kitchen stood empty, the pot still warm. She stopped at the board. Her eyes went to the heavy ink and stayed, and low under the wool the slow warm pulse began its week, keeping the count she no longer kept.


The Failed Revolt

The study door stood open.

Clara stopped on the landing with her hand on the rail. For a year that door had taken her knock, and the key had taken her the rest of the way, the lock turning over with its small hard sound. Tonight it stood wide, the lamp burning, the fire's heat reaching out into the passage.

She looked back down the corridor. Empty stairs. One lamp on the wainscot. She went in.

Arthur stood by the chaise, waistcoat buttoned, his cuffs folded back over the wrists. Downstairs, supper sat keeping under a cloth. He watched her take in the door.

"You've left it open," she said.

"The paper does the watching now." He turned her by the shoulder, unhurried, and began at her collar. The sage-green dress had a dozen small pearl buttons and he took them one at a time, and by the eighth she was slick, the cotton of her underwear clinging. He pushed the dress off her shoulders and it dropped to the carpet, and she stepped out of it, bare to the fire, the open passage at her back. He drew her underwear down and left it with the dress and looked at her the length of one slow breath before he put two fingers to her.

They went in easy. The wet of her was loud in the quiet room.

"Wet before I touched you," he said. "The paper's had you ready since Saturday."

"I came at the hour." Her voice came out smaller than she sent it.

"You came ready. That's better." He took his fingers out and put his palm to her hip and turned her toward the chaise. "Lie back."

The velvet took the heat of her at once. He opened his trousers and freed his cock, thick, the veins standing full along it, and came onto the chaise over her, one knee on the cushion, and pressed in. The stretch went deep on the first stroke and her body took him to the root, the sound of it outrageous in the lamp-lit quiet. The week had wound her tight and she went off fast, hips lifting off the cushion on their own, the sound coming out of her before she could choose it.

"There it is," Arthur said, and kept moving, unhurried, while she came down and then went up again, slower this time, until he finished deep and pressed a hand flat and low over her, keeping all of it in, his weight settled onto his elbows, his breath going out through his nose by her ear. Down the passage the hall clock marked the quarter.

He rose, tucked himself away, and picked her dress off the carpet. He held it out.

"Supper's kept. Go down a wife."

She carried dress and underwear to her own room and dressed there, then swapped the whole of it for the white cotton nightgown with the ribbon at the collar, because it was night now, and the paper had no line for what she wore to bed.

Leo was sitting on the edge of the marriage bed in his striped pajamas, the gray dressing gown over them, the lamp turned to its lowest. He stood when she came in. Sat. Stood again, pushed his hands into the gown's pockets and took them out.

"You're back early." He stopped. "I mean — on the paper's time. Same thing now, I know. I've been sitting here doing the sums, and it's been — since before Edmund, nearly. Nearly a year, Clara. And I know what night it is. I'm not — I know it's Tuesday. I just thought. One night. My night, I mean. One night that's mine, because you're my wife, and I'm allowed to want my — am I allowed? I'm asking. That's all this is. I'm asking."

She stood with the door at her back and the ribbon under her hand.

"It's Tuesday," she said.

He crossed and put his arms around her, one palm between her shoulder blades and the other coming up careful over her hair, and she let the embrace happen and lifted her own arms because those were hers to move. Over his shoulder the curtain hung in even folds and she counted them while his mouth found her neck. Nine folds, the ninth half-lost in the pelmet.

"Come to bed," he said into her collar, and steered her down onto the pillows, and knelt to work the ribbon at her collar.

The ribbon gave. The second button of the nightgown took him three tries, his fingers big for it, and on the third try she reached up and did it herself, and he breathed out a small thanks. The gown came off her shoulders and he laid her back and kissed down her breast, her ribs, her belly, dutiful, working down a checklist he had written for himself. Then his hand went low and found her dry.

He kept at it a while, patient, careful, circling, pressing lightly, waiting for the skin to change its mind, and the skin stayed itself. He drew his hand back and spat into his palm and tried again, and the spit dried before it did anything but slow the dragging.

She stared at the canopy and reached for the Tuesday feeling and found the switch dead — the click, and nothing. The wanting was still there somewhere; she could feel the shape of it. But it opened and shut on a schedule now. The gate was shut, the well spent, and what was left for Leo was her body lying still under his careful hands, and she hated herself for the size of the nothing.

He got himself out of the pajama trousers, small, half of him, working it with two fingers, and pushed in and met the dry and went in anyway, a slow sting that brought her breath through her teeth. At once he stopped.

"Sorry," he whispered — the word where it always came, before anything had finished.

He tried twice more, softer, and softened out of her both times. After the third he sat back on his heels, forehead shining, his hands hanging.

The door opened without a knock.

Arthur stood in the frame with the passage lamp behind him, still in his waistcoat. How long he had been standing there was no telling.

"Leo."

Leo sat up and pulled the gown around himself. "Dad. We were just—"

"Your hour is Thursday. It's written where you read it every morning."

"I just thought, one night. I mean, she's my wife. I'm allowed to want my own—"

"Legacy is a requirement of this house." Each word set down level. "It was never a favor, and it was never yours. Rights are kept by the men who can sustain them. The schedule isn't Clara's to cancel. It isn't yours to take back."

Leo's mouth worked. "It was one night."

Arthur looked at him, then at her, lying in the turned-down sheet with the nightgown in a white pile at the bedfoot, then back.

"Lie down," he said. "You'll sleep in your place. The arm over her is still yours to give."

He crossed the room, turned the lamp down until the wick barely held, and went. His feet went away down the stairs, and the door drew shut on the last of the light.

"Yes, Dad," Leo said, to the shut door.

He lay down on his side of the bed slowly, as though the sheets were cold. His arm came over her light, then settled heavier, the weight of it across her ribs. For a long while he was quiet, and then quieter. In her, low, the study's warmth stayed kept. Somewhere below a pipe knocked once and went still.

Nobody said anything at all.


The Second Conception

The study lamp stood cold in the daylight. Morning came gray through the high window and lay along the desk, along the green book squared beside the blotter, and a small fire had been lit early so the room held its warmth down at knee height. Arthur stood at the window with a cup of coffee, shirtsleeves and waistcoat, watching the gravel.

Clara shut the door behind her and kept her hand on the brass a moment. Downstairs the house went about its morning, the radio murmuring in the kitchen, Edmund's cry rising once and being settled. The posted sheet had given the Tuesday hour to the daylight, written in Arthur's hand, and she had read the line twice at the coffee pot and told no one what she made of it.

"Ten minutes early," Arthur said, not turning.

"The walk is shorter when it isn't dark."

He drank, set the cup on the sill, and faced her. His eyes went down her and up again, slow, taking the count: the green wool, the bun, her hands folded at her waist.

She crossed the rug and lay back on the chaise.

Nobody positioned her. That was the whole of it — she understood it while she did it, felt it in the velvet sliding under her shoulders and in the distance his footsteps kept. He let the quiet stand as long as it pleased him. Then he came and stood over her.

"You didn't wait for the telling."

She reached up and undid the first button at her throat, then the next. The green wool opened down her front under her own hand, button by button, and Arthur watched her do all of it without helping. When she lay open to the sash he crouched and took off her shoes and set them side by side beneath the chaise, then her stockings, each rolled down and folded over itself and laid on the arm. The deliberateness undressed her further than the dress had.

Her body had changed since Edmund — hips set wider, breasts full and high with milk, a softness at the waist no girdle had been consulted about. He bent and took her nipple into his mouth. The milk let down at once, loosening the ache, and a second bead rose on the far side and soaked into the wool bunched at her ribs. He swallowed and stayed there, unhurried, one hand cupping the weight of her breast, and she lay in the bright morning and let him drink from her with her husband's son asleep down the corridor.

She had been wet on the stairs, wet since the coffee pot — the body keeping the appointment on its own and informing her only now, her hips lifting off the velvet. He worked down her with his mouth, the soft underside of her breast, the new softness at her waist, the inside of one knee and then the other, taking his time. He put his mouth on her and she forgot the ceiling. Slow there too, thorough, his hands holding her open where her own would not go, and the pleasure built right out of the brightness, shameless in the daylight. She said his name. His Christian name, the one she had only ever said in this room because he ordered it out of her, and this time she gave it for nothing, and he made a low sound of answer against her and stayed with it until her thighs shook.

He rose over her while the last of it was still running and entered her through the middle of it, slow, and the fullness doubled the shivering. There was no counting this morning, no audit, no voice doing the house's business. He lay along her with his weight on his forearms and moved with nothing hurried in him, deep and even, filling her to the end of herself each time.

Somewhere in the middle of it her ankles crossed behind his back. She had not sent them there. She looked at the ceiling and let them stay.

Let it take. The thought arrived whole and shameless, plain as a shopping list: let it take, let it take. It was hers alone, that wanting — hers and no schedule's, in broad daylight, with her father-in-law moving inside her.

"There it is," Arthur said, low, at her ear.

When her finish came it came slow, a long low pull that went on while he held deep, and she heard her own voice go on, low and continuous. He followed without hurrying it, pressing to the hilt and holding, his breath going ragged once beside her ear, heat spreading high inside her. He stayed deep until it stopped mattering whether he moved.

"Stay as you are," he said, and rose. While she lay with her knees drawn up he poured the second cup and brought it to the chaise and set it on the floor by her head. The good bitter smell of it, still friendly to her this morning. She drank it lying there, opened and full, and could not remember the hour ending this gently.

The coffee turned on her by Wednesday. She poured her usual cup, got it as far as her lip, and tipped the whole of it down the sink, then stood with her hands on the basin edge while the kitchen went on behind her. Fatigue came with it. She sat down at Edmund's naptime meaning only to watch him sleep, and his cry was the next thing she knew — the light gone amber in the wrong windows, the nursery taking a moment to be the nursery again. One evening Leo made her tea himself and carried it through with the saucer tilted and the surface wrecked, and she drank it, thanked him, and said nothing.

Sunday morning she sent Leo to the village for the papers and turned the little brass thumb-turn on the bathroom door, a lock thrown for her own use with the house none the wiser. The test stood on the sink edge where she could watch it from the tub. Two minutes, the box promised. The two lines came up pink and certain.

She sat down on the tub's rim and wept, elbows on her knees, and could not have said for what. For Leo, who would carry this news like a medal won in a race another man had run. And for the last door in the house she had just locked with her own hand. For the girl in the plum wool barely a year gone, who would have crossed the street to avoid becoming her. The weeping came from somewhere lower than any of those, from the same place the hope had come from on the chaise, and when it had finished with her she pressed both hands over her middle and sat in the locked room and wanted it — wanted this one too, wanted the whole book of Tuesdays, with a clarity that frightened her. She wrapped the test in tissue and stood it in the back of the cupboard behind the bandages, washed her face in cold water, and went down to salt the joint.

Leo came down scrubbed and combed for supper. The dining room had the good candles out, the two of them and the silver at one end of the long table, and he was midway through the feed order — "wheat's wheat, but the barley's gone up, so if Mr. Hardy wants to argue the invoice I'll—" when she set down her knife and fork.

"Leo. It has happened again. I'm pregnant."

His fork stopped. He put it down too fast and it rang on the plate. "You're—" He stood, and his chair went over backward, and he left it where it fell and came around the table and drew her up out of her chair and held her, careful, his arms trembling slightly with the care of it. "I just — you're sure? You're sure, love? Already?"

"Since this morning. I'm certain."

"Wait till Dad hears." His voice went and he laughed instead, once, high, and wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand. "Thank you. I know it isn't — I know it's hard on you, all of it. Thank you."

She took his hand off her back and set it low on her belly, over the blue cotton. Her throat worked around the swallow she would not let out, and she held his hand there and watched his face open while he thanked her for what the study had done. Then she sat him back down and let him carve her beef she didn't want and ate it anyway. The candles burned low and he never once remembered his supper, and she watched him try to find the barley again and give it up, grinning at the flame.

The second Friday the light came into the sitting room low and gold. Clara sat by the window in the ivory lawn with her hands folded, Edmund upstairs, the house quiet around its own hour. Arthur came in from the grounds still in his tweed, crossed the rug, and crouched before her chair. He slipped his hand under the waistband of her dress and laid his palm flat on the bare curve below her navel, warm and heavy, and stayed like that a while, reading. He said nothing, and the room let the quiet do the asking. She could have handed him the fortnight — the coffee down the sink, the naptime sleep — and she kept it behind her teeth and let his hand find what it would.

"Taking root exactly where he belongs."

"He," he had said. She hadn't asked.

Under the weight of his hand she found she was not surprised by the thing she wanted: that there should always be a Tuesday; that the paper on the kitchen wall should run on past all their lives. She had come to the chaise on her own. She had opened her own buttons. Every symptom this fortnight carried his initials, and she had wanted each one as it arrived.

Arthur withdrew his hand and stood and went to the window, watching the drive go the color of the whiskey he kept for signatures and funerals.

Clara laid her own hand where his had been. Two sons, then — the first asleep upstairs with her milk still in her, the second newly begun, low and secret under her palm. The light lay gold to the edge of the rug. She kept her hand where it was.


The Mother-in-Law

Frost had come up the south wall in the night. It lay silver along the tops of the rose beds, and the beds stood in their long rows down the garden, staked and tied, the line of them running straight to the corner where the wall turned toward the orchard. One bed near the sundial had been cut down already, canes shortened to knuckles, its prunings heaped and thorned on the flags, and nobody was in the garden to have made the pile.

Clara came out through the garden door ahead of the gong. The new one had her waking at six, hungry, sleep finished with her hours before the house wanted anything of her, and she carried her tea out into the cold because she was in no hurry to be found. The oatmeal cardigan was buttoned to her throat over the green wool dress, and the wool had gone snug across the low round of her these two weeks past.

Margaret knelt at the second bed with her back straight and her secateurs working, a trug between her knees, gloves and twine and a billhook laid out on the stone beside her. She did not look up.

"Those canes are colder work than they look," she said. "Take the spare gloves if you're staying."

Clara stayed. She knelt on the flags at the bed's far end and held the twine while Margaret showed her the cut — above the bud, the bud facing outward — and tied the best canes down for winter. Her knees soaked through inside a minute. Neither of them spoke for a while. The shears made their small clean sound, and a blackbird worked the heap of prunings for flies.

"I used to make reasons for it," Clara said at last. "That you never came to find me. Not once since the wedding. I told myself you were busy, and then I stopped telling myself anything."

Margaret cut another cane and laid it in the trug.

"I was waiting to see if you'd need cruelty," she said. "Some brides do, early on. It gives them a smaller thing to carry. A cruel mother-in-law is nothing. The whole house is harder."

The blackbird went off over the wall. Clara kept her eyes on the twine.

"Arthur's father was bred into this house," Margaret said. "His mother came here a bride out of Shropshire, and her husband couldn't manage the work, and the old man went to her in the evenings until it took. Wednesdays, hers were. Nobody told her first, either. The boy she carried was Arthur's father."

Clara's hands went still on the coil. Upstairs in the nursery her own son slept wearing that man's name — Arthur had chosen it at the birth, out of his own mouth, before anyone had said any of this aloud.

"You'll have worked out the name by now," Margaret said, reading her stillness for what it was. "The house likes to keep its echoes close."

"That's him, then," Clara said, and got no further — the last word of it thin, said to the twine rather than to Margaret.

"It's older than any face in the hall." Margaret stripped each cut stem with her thumb as she talked, unhurried, dropping the leaves into the trug. "Nine generations, and in nine generations this house has never once asked which man was the father. It asks after sons. The name goes on the christening cup and the blood goes in the line, and the beds come up stronger every spring for the cutting. That's the whole of it. There's no scandal in it to find. There never was one."

"And no one — no one ever said a word? Not the village?"

"The village buys its eggs from us and says good morning."

Clara waited for what should have come next. The contempt, or the soft sorry voice people keep for the fallen — she had been braced against this woman's verdict since her wedding day, and she sat inside the brace now and listened to the shears go on.

"You're carrying the design where I can see it from the kitchen window," Margaret said. "I did the same, in my day, and it made every one of us. I cut these beds the summer I carried my first. Nobody was scandalized and nobody comforted me, and I can't say I needed either."

The breath went out of Clara slowly, through her nose, and her grip went loose on the twine until the coil sat idle in her lap. Her shoulders came down from where they had been living since she knelt. Nothing arrived. The verdict she had rehearsed against for a year of Tuesdays was not coming, and Margaret was already tying off the next cane.

She meant to say something ordinary and the thank-you came out instead.

"Thank you."

Her hands lay steady on her knees, and their steadiness was the fright. She had meant the thank-you cleanly, and no part of her rose up to take the meaning back, and she had to go deep — past the Tuesday walks, past the first locked door, all the way down to where a woman was supposed to keep the thing that was hers alone — before Margaret's plainness found anything left in her to land on. She looked for the shame, the cold ledger she had kept since the diagnosis, and the page came up blank under her thumb. Somewhere in the night the last hand that kept that book had put the pen down, and she had slept through the closing of it.

"Don't thank me," Margaret said. "Thank the beds in April."

She set Clara to stripping the leaves from the cut stems, and the work went on, thorn-scratch gathering in a thin red line across Clara's wrist, the heap of prunings growing between them. It came on her between one stem and the next, the memory arriving whole and unasked: the study chaise, the morning hour, how she had walked to it on her own feet and lain back before he asked. His palm flat and heavy on the low round of her, the weight of it pressing down on everything the two of them had made.

Her nipples drew tight under the wool. Heat stirred low in her, and after the heat the slickness, her body answering a Tuesday still days off, keeping the schedule without asking her first. She pressed her knees together on the cold flags.

The old habit came up her arm — the fist, the fist she made instead of laying her hand where his had been. She watched it start and did not finish it. She pulled the glove off her right hand and set the bare palm flat on the wool over the round of her, fingers spread, and held it there in the cold morning with the dirt of the beds on one knee. The color came up her throat. She let it stand where it rose. There was no rug in the sitting room to count today, no count she needed, and she let the wanting sit in the open beside the thank-you, and neither one shamed her.

Margaret had watched the whole of it over the top of the trug. She said nothing about it for three canes.

"That's the design working too," she said then. "It wants you wanting him. Saves the house a world of management." She snapped a stem and dropped it in. "Egg and toast when we're done, and no arguing. There are two of you in it now."

A thin cry rose from the lawn.

Clara's head came up. Out past the west border, on a rug under the bare beech, Leo sat with Edmund propped against his knee — hat, wool pram coat, all of it — his Saturday hour spent where it did some good. The cry came again across the cut grass, her son's whole voice thrown at her over the frost, and Leo's low voice followed it, steadying: "Hang on — hang on, I've got you."

Clara got up off the flags. She looked at the boy. She looked down the rows, every bed cut back and tied for winter, the order of them running away straight to the wall, and she looked back at her son.

Between the last bed and the lawn there was no fence, and there never had been.


The Breaking Point

Leo's chair stood empty at the foot of the table, pushed square to the cloth, his napkin still rolled in its ring. Arthur carved at the head, unhurried, and laid two slices of the roast on Clara's plate without asking how she wanted it. The candles stood straight in their sticks. Third evening now, and the house had stopped setting his place.

She moved the food around and waited for the doors behind her, and the doors stayed shut.

The week had gone by him one tray at a time. His tea went up at seven and came down at eight with the skin grown over it. He ate his suppers standing at the nursery cot, the plate on the chest of drawers, and at the stairs they passed and he gave her the schedule and nothing besides — Mercer on Thursday at nine, the milk order, the coal for the west rooms. "How did you sleep," she tried once. "The pipes are knocking again in the west wall." The subjects he kept were the boy's appointments and the household's days. Everything else he had set down somewhere and walked away from.

She went up when the house had settled. The nursery door stood a hand's width open, and the small lamp inside threw Leo's shadow long across the boards. He stood at the cot with his back to her, the kick-count book in one hand. Edmund lay in his sleep gown under the knit blanket, one fist loose by his ear.

The book was not the count anymore. She could see that from the door — pages thick with entries, blue ink in ruled columns: the times Edmund fed, his weight at Mercer's, the fold of blanket he liked, the hour he first laughed at the mobile, morning after morning in Leo's careful hand. The office Arthur had given him had grown a second life in the dark, private and complete. Leo stood over the cot with his thumb holding the page.

"His check is Thursday," he said, without turning. "Nine o'clock. I'll bring the book."

"I know."

He turned the page with his thumb and still did not look at her. "You should be asleep, love."

She left him there with his son and his ledger and went along the gallery with her hand pressed flat over her mouth.

Arthur found her on the gallery the next afternoon, coming away from the nursery with an armful of folded linen. He took it from her and set it on the window ledge.

"He stands at that cot after the boy's asleep. Past the hour the house puts out its lights." He straightened the folded squares on the ledge without looking at her. "I gave him one office, Clara. He has handed it back."

"He counts. I've seen the book — he counts everything, he keeps it all—"

"He counts for himself. What a man keeps from the house, the house takes from the man." He looked past her, down the gallery toward the stair and the study below it. "He'll come to me this evening. At supper you'll sit beside your husband. He'll ask about your day and he'll wait on the answer."

"What will you do to him?"

"Give him peace. It's the one thing left he can carry, and I'll give it to him wholesale." He went down the gallery without another word.

She stood with her empty arms and found she was glad, and the gladness frightened her worse than the rest of it.

At six the study lamp was lit. Arthur's voice came down the corridor — "Leo." — and Leo set down his cup and went, and the door shut on the two of them. The clock in the hall marked the quarter once. It marked it again. When Leo came out, his collar sat straight and his face had been washed of everything but calm. He found her in the gallery and offered his arm.

"Supper's nearly ready, I expect."

Her hand went through it. His arm was steady under the sleeve, and they walked down to the dining room together like that, past the portraits, and she could not have said which of them the house was watching.

He sat beside her. He served her potatoes before himself, asked about her afternoon and waited for the whole answer. Arthur had promised her that, and here it was, kept. She told him about the flooded lane past the gate and he said, "Ah," and asked what the water had done to the verges.

"I just — Easter," he said, helping himself last. "The beach. An afternoon, only an afternoon. Sea air would do him good." The sums voice ran level, and then his cup came down against the saucer, once, too hard, and he moved it as if the sound had come from someone else. "I mean — if you think."

Under the table his hand covered hers on her knee, warm and dry, and stayed. She looked at the candles. Her throat closed and she swallowed it down and passed him the salt.

"I'm — yes. Early start." He rose and kissed her temple. "Goodnight, love." His steps went up, and his door closed on the far side of the house, softly, a man closing a door he meant to open again.

Arthur set down his glass. He crossed to the sideboard and poured from the bottle kept for signatures and funerals, one measure, and drank a third of it standing. "Come with me, Clara."

The corridor was dark to the study door, and under the door the lamp burned low. He held it open for her and shut it at their backs.

The desk stood between the windows, bare but for the pen rack and the folded pages of the household accounts. He turned her to face it.

"Hands on the wood."

She set her hands on the wood. Behind her he drew the pins out of her bun one at a time and laid them in a row on the blotter, and her hair came down her back. The gray wool went up to her waist and left the low round of her to the lamp. Her drawers came down her thighs to her knees and the cold of the room arrived on bare skin.

His fingers went between her legs from behind and found her wet — had she been wet since the gallery, since Leo's hand at supper? — and her face went hot at the proof of it, at what her body had decided without waiting for her.

"There," Arthur said. "The honesty."

Leo's hand on hers an hour gone, warm and dry and set there by another man — and here was the truth the body kept without asking anyone's leave. She had no answer ready. She had stopped keeping answers.

He opened his belt. The buckle turned, and then the weight of him lay in the cleft of her bottom, thick, already hard, and he placed himself and pushed in slow. The stretch opened her by degrees, the burn of it turning to a deep give as her body made room, and he went past anything her husband had ever reached and kept going to the end of her. Her fingers curled against the wood. She held her breath through the last of it and let it go when his hips came to rest flush against her.

"He came out of my study tonight with his hands quiet," Arthur said, seating himself full and stopping there, letting her feel all of it. "He'll sleep now. Peace, Clara. Wholesale." His hand settled at her nape, holding her cheek toward the wood. "A house keeps one wife, Clara. The name is his. The rest of it has been mine since the first Tuesday. Tonight the house knows it."

He stayed seated in her and rocked there, shallow, no more than an inch each way, and the wetness of her made its small sound under him while the desk edge pressed its two lines deeper. Each slow inch dragged the stretch through her again from the inside, and she could not say which of them the small sound shamed. He laid his palm flat between her shoulders and kept it there, patient, keeping her still. She meant to hold something back and could not find what. The marriage bed came to her — sorry, always sorry, Leo's whisper into her hair after — and this had no sorry anywhere in it. This had a palm at her nape and a cock in her to the root, and she was here because — the sentence would not finish. Her hips finished it instead.

He took her with long, unhurried strokes, and she pushed back onto him with all of it, the shame and the want in one motion, past separating.

"Arthur—" It came out of her without permission.

"There it is." He reached under, two fingers finding her clit, circling without landing, and her breath shortened and her arms went wide on the desk. She came with her cheek on the warm blotter, the sound rising off the wood out into the dark room with no one to hear it but the house.

He followed her with a last stroke seated to the hilt and held there, spending deep, his hand spread wide and heavy over her.

He drew out at his own pace and moved about the room behind her at his ease — the decanter, the glass, the drink taken.

She stayed bent over the desk.

His hand came back and lay flat on her rump, heavy, unmoving. The lamp burned low over her bare skin and the pins lay in their row by her cheek. She held the position he had put her in, and would have gone on holding it past midnight for him.


The Weight of the House

The bowl stood upside down on the rack where Leo had set it to dry, and the kitchen kept still around it. A clean ring of water darkened the board beneath. The range had been banked low, the kettle sat just off the boil, and the towel hung folded over the rail with its hem turned the same at both ends.

Clara came down the back stairs with the morning's sickness still sitting high in her throat and filled the pot while it steamed. The sickness had come back with this baby and stayed on into the fifth month, arriving every day, a chore somebody had left overnight. She no longer minded it. It was the house's work in her, the same work the posted sheet did on the corkboard, and it sat in her like her own.

Leo sat at the small table with the grocery list and a pencil. The week lay behind them in pieces she could have named: his meals taken here alone, his answers come back in halves, his evenings spent drying what Mrs. Weeks washed until the rack shone. Talk between them had shrunk to appointments and the baby's sizes, and he had stopped asking after anything that wasn't written down. He looked up when she came in.

"Tea's fresh," he said. "I just made it, so it's — it's hot."

"Thank you."

He turned the pencil over. "You should lie down after. You're — you look worn out, love, and it's no good to the baby, you hauling yourself up and down stairs on an empty—" He stopped, squared the list on the table, and began again somewhere else. "There's biscuits. In the tin."

She carried her tea through to the sitting room and lay down on the velvet chaise with her feet drawn up. The curtains stood open on a narrow bright afternoon, and the light came down the lawn in one long slab and lay over the floorboards to the edge of the rug.

Arthur came in without knocking and left the door standing open on the hall. He wore the tweed coat over a white shirt, a Saturday man, and he crossed the room and stood over her the length of one breath.

"Up," he said.

She set the cup down and came up onto her elbows, and his hand at her back did the rest, sitting her upright at the rolled arm with her feet on the cushion.

"What do you feel in there?"

"Full," Clara said. "It feels full, and it feels wanting. I want this. I stopped pretending otherwise some weeks ago."

Saying it called the truth up in her body, a slow gather of wetness into the cotton of her drawers that had started before he ever crossed the rug.

Arthur took the cup out of her hands and set it on the low table, and then he opened the front of her cream dress — built for one hand, button through buttonhole, unhurried, down and down — until the whole of it lay back off her breasts and the light had her. Her belly rose five months round below the small pale lift of her breasts, the nipples tight, the line of her running into the open waist of her drawers.

He laid his hand flat where the child lay and held it there, and the child turned under his palm, a slow roll that pushed the skin up into his fingers.

"There he is," Arthur said. "Two sons, Clara. Edmund is mine. This one is mine. There will be no child born of you into this house that is not got on me. Leo keeps the name."

He looked at her.

"I know it," she said. "I have known it since the first Tuesday."

He stood then and opened his flannels and freed his cock, thick, the veins standing in it, hard past any question, and came over her on the chaise, one knee on the cushion at her hip. She was wet past hiding. He set himself at her and pushed, and the stretch opened her by slow degrees, her breath leaving through her nose, her heel rising to the chaise's rolled arm. He moved her with the long, slow, root-deep stroke he had taught her body to wait for, and the wet sound of it carried.

"Two sons on my blood," he said into the slow of it, his voice level, pitched down the hall as much as to her. "Edmund got on me and born. This one got on me and coming. Leo's part in this house is the name. The name, and the kitchen he keeps. Everything else in you is mine, and the house has known it longer than he has."

Her hips came up to meet the next slow stroke without consulting her, and the drag of him pulled through everything the child had crowded low, sweet at the end of every seated inch, and her fingers found the cushion seam and held. The fullness doubled — the child high and tight, the cock below it opening her its whole length — and her body answered him, slick and easy, glad of the work, and the want carried no shame on it anywhere.

The floorboard in the hall gave its one creak.

She saw Leo past Arthur's shoulder, in the doorway with his cardigan buttoned one hole wrong. He looked at the hand he had on the doorframe, and his thumb found the misbuttoned hole and worked it straight while he stood there. Arthur did not turn his head. He kept the long slow going of it unchanged.

Clara put her hand out along the cushion, palm up.

Leo came as far as the foot of the chaise. She caught his hand and drew it down and pressed his palm flat to the swell, low, where the child lay, and held it there while his father moved in her. Under their joined hands the child rolled. Arthur went deep and the tremor of it came up through her middle, and Leo's fingers spread and then curled, and his face emptied.

She came then, small and quiet, her hand keeping his pressed to the turning child.

Leo drew his hand back and stood with it, looking at it.

"I felt him," he said. "I felt him turn."

Arthur stayed deep in her and made no move to cover her, and she lay open in the light and let her husband look, because hiding it now would have been the lie, and the house was done with those.

"I've had it wrong from the start, Dad," Leo said. "I thought the house would — I thought it came through me. It doesn't. It was never going to." His thumb moved on his own wrist. "You're the head of this house. You always were. I'm saying it out loud in front of her, so it's said. Clara is yours. The boys are yours. I give up my claim. I mean it. I — I give it up."

"The peace stays yours," Arthur said.

"Yes. The peace. Thank you for it. The peace is — yes."

"Supper at eight."

"At eight. Yes."

Leo went down the hall, and his step on the stairs was even all the way to the top.

Arthur moved again then, unhurried, and finished deep and held it there, and she lay still under his weight while the light moved a foot along the floorboards. He rose after, turned her dress and did the buttons back up the way they had come, one through each hole, and set her tea where it had stood.

"Rest," he said at the door. "The both of you."

The hall took his steps toward the study wing.

Supper went at eight. Arthur at the head of the table, the lamb going round, Leo carrying dishes and filling his father's glass unasked, and Arthur squaring the filled glass on the cloth before he drank, and nobody's knife paused. Nobody mentioned the afternoon. It had been said where saying mattered, and supper was supper.

She was in bed in the white cotton nightgown with her hair down and the lamp low when Leo came to the door in his striped pajamas and quilted gown. He stood turning his wedding ring around his finger.

"I'll say the one thing and go up," he said. "I just — I'll say it while I've the nerve for it. I love you, Clara."

The words came down level and final, a tool set on the bench by hands that could not lift it again.

She lifted the coverlet.

He came and lay on his side of the bed, careful of the round of her, and his arm came over her, forearm under her breasts, his palm settling where it had lain in the afternoon. She put her hand over it. The child rolled once under their joined hands, slow, and her body eased all through, hip to heel, done holding.

The clock on the landing marked the quarter. A pipe knocked once in the wall and the house settled.

His arm lay over the swell of her. Neither of them slept.


The Final Vigil

The green book lay on the morning-room table, and Clara had not carried it down.

Rain ran the tall windows in long threads, and the lamp stood lit on the sideboard because the storm had made the afternoon dark before its time. The book sat square to the table's edge, pencil laid across its cover in a straight line. She knew the ordering of it. She had found her brushes ranked like that after Mrs. Weeks tidied, her shoes paired at the door, her letters turned face up. The house left its thumbprint on everything it touched. She looked at the book a while and left it where the house had put it.

The last weeks had narrowed to what the kitchen sheet counted. Arthur's hand ran its lines down the corkboard now to a single word at the bottom — After — and set no day under it, and the whole house bent its work toward the word. Her body kept the count on its own. She woke on her left side with the ache already lit. Afternoons she slept whether she chose it or no, and the want arrived days ahead of any posted hour and sat with her at her mending, patient as appetite. She had stopped quarrelling with it. The quarrel cost more than the wanting did.

Arthur came in with rain still beading his shoulders and turned her chair from the window with one hand at its back. The gray-blue wool opened down its front — every dress she owned did now, had through two pregnancies — and he undid it button by button without hurry and drew it off her shoulders; she lifted her arms for the shift to follow and sat still for the drawers, lifting her feet for them when he crouched. Then she sat bare in the morning-room chair, hugely round, the fire on her front and the wet glass cold against her back, and Arthur read her with both hands.

One spread high where the boy's back ran firm under the skin. One cradled the low weight of him. He traced the dark line from her navel down, pressed along it, and inside the boy shifted — a slow roll that moved Arthur's hand from underneath, the way a moored boat lifts a resting hand. "Dropped," he said. "Carrying low. A week. Perhaps less." The house would have its marks and he went over them: the line darker than in the spring, the skin stretched shining at its fullest, the navel pushed shallow. He found the rolled knot of a shoulder set for birth and pressed it, and the shoulder pressed back, and satisfaction crossed his face with the plainness of a ledger closed. "He has my shoulders. Feel, where he wedges them."

She felt. A small hard plane slid under her skin, and she put her fingers where his had been while he worked lower, and the wanting came up in her with the reading, no ceremony to it anymore. Her nipples drew tight in the room's cool. Her thighs pressed. When she shifted in the chair she was slick and past hiding it, and she let him see her know it.

The door opened on Leo without a knock. Rain stood on his shoulders and the umbrella in his fist dripped on the boards, though he had been nowhere in this weather that the house could name. He looked at her a long moment, bare and round in the chair with his father's hands spread over the child, and his face did nothing at all.

"The scarf you sent down," he said. "The blue one. It was kind of you. Thank you for it."

She had sent no scarf. Arthur's hands went on reading her, unhurried, and Leo came to the fireside and watched the boy move under his father's palm. He turned his wedding ring once around his finger and left it turned.

"When the baby comes, I—"

The sentence stood there with no end to it. Leo's mouth stayed open on the missing word. He shut it. He looked at the middle of the rug, then at the rain, and his hands hung at his sides with nothing in them to straighten, and then he turned and went, and the door swung slow back toward its frame.

Clara let him go. She laid her hand on the low weight and spoke to the boy under her skin — the first time in two children she had ever said anything to one of them out loud. "Grow," she said. "Take your time. There is no hurry in this house that is not his."

Arthur straightened. "Rest an hour. Then come down to the study. I'll want a last read of you before the house shuts the book."

She went down in her shift with a shawl over it. The study door stood open for her, the lamp trimmed low, the fire holding the room past the wet. The chaise waited bare. No cushion turned up, no place laid at its end; its velvet ran empty the whole length of her eye, and it had never once stood empty when she came to this room. Arthur shut the door and left the lock be, and lifted the shawl off her shoulders and folded it over the chair back.

He bent and put his mouth to the low curve of her belly, lips parting on the taut skin, and held there until the boy kicked, and she felt the kick land inside Arthur's mouth as well as her own middle. A low sound came out of him, an acknowledgment that had nothing to do with her. Then he turned her standing and read her a last time, both hands around the great curve of her. "Back's to my left," he said. "He'll come facing this hand."

He sat in his own chair and drew her hips to the edge of the desk and set her feet to the arms of the chair, so she lay open to him with the belly resting heavy on the shelf of her thighs. She could see nothing past the curve of herself except his silvered crown moving. His mouth covered her whole, lips sealing around her, and he suckled her in deep slow pulls that lifted her hips off the wood; the tip of his tongue circled her clit without landing where she needed it; then it went into her, stiff, working, while two fingers joined it, crooked, dragging over the place that made her cry out. The boy's weight bore down on all of it, and every stroke landed doubled; inside, a hard little heel rolled across the same place from within, and her body clenched on the two of them at once. She had his hair in both fists. She said, "Don't stop," and when the circles came back and refused to land, "Please — Arthur —" with her heels drumming the chair arms, and the end of her took her at the top of her voice, no door between her and the house. The rain swallowed some of it. The house got the rest.

He stayed with her through the long tail of it, mouth gone soft, drinking what she gave, and rose over her wiping his mouth with his knuckles when her breathing slowed under him. She came up on her elbows, loose-limbed, her ears still full of her own voice, and reached for the front of his flannels.

He caught her wrist. No force in the grip. He did not let it travel. Her hand was shaking; she let it shake and looked at it in his hold.

"Not before the birth," he said. "You'll have the whole of me after — the night, and everything in it. Not one hour sooner. The house wants you resting, and I mean you to rest wanting."

She looked at the strain standing blunt down the front of his flannels and heard her own voice come out on one word. "Arthur."

"After. It's written."

He dressed her himself, shift over her head and down over the belly, buttons seen to one by one, and at the door he put his hand on the swell a last time. "The chaise stays empty till after. Nothing more gets planted. You carry what you carry, and I take up the rest when he's out and loud. Go up. Sleep if he lets you."

Her thighs were slick the whole climb, and the ache rode in her uncured and staying. One deprivation, in a house that had never served her one; she took the stairs slow with it. In the morning room the light had gone to rain and fire. The green book still sat square on the table. She stood at the dark window with the rain writing down the glass and said it aloud to the room — to the boy, to the man downstairs, to herself.

"Let it all be after. I would not have it sooner. Whatever he keeps back is mine to wait for, and the waiting is his too, and I choose it. Tonight, and tomorrow, and every day after that."

Her voice came out small and then steady. "I am his to keep back from," she said, testing it. "I always was. The finding is only new." She heard herself mean it, and the meaning sat where the want sat, and neither one moved. Her palm settled low on the ache the stairs had left and stayed there, warm through the wool, until the boy shifted under it and went still.

Supper came up on a tray, and she ate what was on it. Arthur came in while she sat by the darkened glass, still in the gray-blue wool with its buttons all home, and sat down beside her and laid his hand flat on the belly the way he had done since the boy could answer it. Under his palm the heir rolled — a long turn, a heel dragging the whole width of her — and settled low.

"A week," Arthur said. "Then you'll have all of me, and I'll not be patient about it."

She put her hand over his and kept it there. Under their joined hands the boy turned once more, heavy and unhurried, and the rain went on writing down the glass.


The Legacy Secured

The sitting room clock stood at ten past nine when Leo's key turned in the front door, an hour that had belonged to the study for a year and a half. Clara set her mending on the arm of the sofa and listened. His footsteps came down the corridor, passed the study door without slowing, and reached her. He stood in the doorway with his overcoat still buttoned, no tie, saying nothing at all.

"Leo?"

"I told the office I wouldn't be back this week." His voice had a crack running the length of it. "I've been driving. An hour. I keep going round the same roundabout and I can't make myself turn in, because I know what I'm going to say when I get here and I've never said anything like it in my life." He crossed the rug, stopped short of her knees. "The schedule ends. Tonight. I'm saying it out loud, in this house, where he can hear me through the door if he wants to. No more Tuesdays. No paper on the kitchen wall anymore. He has his sons. Two of them. Whatever the house was owed, it's been paid, and I'm— I'm asking you, Clara. I'm telling you."

The boy rolled inside her, slow, a heel dragging across her. She laid her palm flat and waited.

"You carry everything in this house." Louder now, loud enough that a servant turning a corner anywhere on this floor would have stood still. She had never heard Leo use his voice like that indoors, and part of her registered, coolly, that he was spending the whole of it at once. "Carry this. Go and tell him it's finished. Tell him his son asked. Say we'll manage now, the two of us, and then come back and sit with me and we'll just— Clara. Tell him."

She folded the mending over the sofa arm and stood. The weight pulled her balance forward; she braced a hand on the small of her back until it settled.

"I won't be long," she said.

The corridor lamp burned low, and the study door stood open the way it had stood open for months now, the lock hanging out of work. Arthur sat behind the desk with the green ledger fetched down from the morning room and squared in front of him, and a glass of the good whiskey to one side, kept for signatures and funerals, and she stood in the doorway and delivered it the way she carried the post and the shopping lists, because Leo had asked and she had not argued.

"Leo wants the schedule ended. Tonight. He says the house has its sons now, and it's finished."

Arthur laid his pen down parallel to the ledger's edge. He looked at her for a long moment, all of her, the ninth-month heaviness and the hands she was keeping still.

"And you carried it here," he said.

"He asked me."

"He did." He rose, and the chair whispered back across the boards. "The schedule ends when the house says it ends. It hasn't said. The resting is over." He came round the desk. "Come here."

She went. That was all the resistance left in her now, the walking distance between the door and the chaise, and she covered it without being told twice. He turned her by the waist, bent her over the arm of it, one knee braced on the rug's edge and then the other, and the boy's weight dropped forward out of her spine into the cushion gap under her, off her at last, so that she hung there, full and for once unburdened while Arthur lifted the gray knit dress to her waist and drew her knickers down her thighs. Cotton, plain, the pair she kept for housework. He left them hooked at one ankle.

His fingers drew through her and came away and he made a low sound at what he found, because the slickness was already there, had been since she dressed for supper, days ahead of anything the paper promised. The body kept its own calendar now and had retired her from the work of consulting it.

"The house has its sons," he said behind her. "And it will tell him when it's done taking what it's owed."

The head of his cock pressed at her, broad, unyielding, and then the slow push, stretch before depth, the burn she had learned to wait inside of giving way to the fullness she had stopped calling wrong. He seated himself to the end of her and held there, one hand splayed wide over the swell of the boy through the cushion gap, the keeper's hand, and her breath went out of her in the noise she no longer bothered to mute — the low, broken sound the stairwell knew, the one Leo had once heard through an inch of oak.

He was not rough. That was the ruin of it. He moved long and deep and even, patient past bearing, letting her feel every inch of him leave and open her again on the way back, and her sounds climbed with each pass until the velvet was damp under her cheek. Somewhere in the middle of it a band hardened low across her middle, blunt and slow, longer than any clench he had ever pulled from her, and released. She counted the gap. It came again before he had finished his tenth stroke. Her fingers found the cushion and held.

"Arthur," she said, and could not finish it, because the third one was arriving.

"I know," he said, and drove deeper, once, twice, and then to the hilt, and she felt his cock pulse in her, the spill of his cum against the deepest wall of her, and his palm pressed flat over her from behind, holding it all in, sealing her with his hand the way he had sealed her a hundred evenings. The contraction rolled through her under his weight and she rode it against the arm of the chaise, saying nothing, gripping the velvet.

He stepped back. She heard him settle his clothing, the small domestic sounds of a task being finished. When she straightened, warm water burst from her in a rush that had nothing of him in it, clear and heavy, sheeting down both thighs and striking the boards between her feet, loud on the quiet of the room. A lot of it. It went on. She stood in the puddle and understood, and said nothing, because there was nothing to say to the man who had caused one thing and not the other, and no way to thank or blame him for either.

She stepped out of it, steadied herself on the chaise arm, and pulled her knickers up over everything.

Leo was on the stairs. Third step, hand on the banister, and the door had stood open the whole time, so he had heard everything the stairwell carried, all of it, and he was still sitting there. She came out of the study and down the corridor and his face was the color of paper. His eyes went to her legs, to the wet shine of them, and then at the study doorway behind her, and then he moved his feet against the wall to let her pass. He did not come down. He did not speak. She climbed past him, one hand on the rail beside his, and heard him stay where he was. His breath came shallow and quick behind her, and the banister creaked once under his grip.

The labor came on properly by midnight, and Mrs. Weeks boiled water without being asked, and Dr. Mercer arrived before two in her overcoat with her bag. By the first gray light the second son was on Clara's chest in the master bedroom, nine pounds of him, and he opened his eyes while the room was still sorting itself out — blue, the exact blue, steel, and the face was Arthur's own in miniature, the same blunt nose, the same heavy brow waiting its turn. Clara looked down at him while the room still steamed, and the face was already plain to her, worn a year on the man at the study desk, given here smaller.

"Nine pounds," Mercer said, wiping her hands. "And those eyes again. This house stamps its work."

Leo stood at the window the whole time with his back to the bed, and no one asked him to turn around.

In the morning they moved her down to the sitting room, into the window chair, and the boy fed while the drive dried outside and the fire was built up for her. Her nightgown was untied to the waist, her breast bare to the light of an ordinary Tuesday, the schedule gone unremarked on the kitchen wall down the corridor because nobody had needed to touch it. Arthur came in with tea he had made himself and stood over the two of them for a while, watching his son work at her.

"George," he said. "After my grandfather. He built the east range and never lost a calf in forty years."

Clara looked down at the downy head, the small mouth pulling at her, and shifted him to the other breast.

"George," she said to the child, testing it against him. "I was trying that name in my head all night, before I knew anyone else had it. It suits you."

Arthur set the tea within her reach and went to the door. He looked back once at the two of them in the window light, at the heir feeding and the house warm around him, and then he went out, and the door shut behind him without hurry and without question.

"George," Clara said again, quieter, and fed her son.
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