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She had her ring off before the breakfast things were even cleared.

She dried her hands on the tea towel first, so the gold went in dry, and carried it across the kitchen and dropped it in the blue dish on the dresser where it lived now. It made a small chink against the china. David was at the table with the paper folded to the crossword he never finished, and he heard the sound and looked at her over the top of it, and then looked back down, and neither of them said anything, because there wasn't anything to say. It was Saturday. Sean was coming at eleven to see to the door. She had rung him herself on the Tuesday, in her own voice.

Once, she'd have waited for David to tell her to take it off. Taking it off at all had been as much as she could manage, and she'd done it turned away from him. Now she managed it before nine with the toast rack still out, and the odd part, the part she turned over slowly while she wiped the crumbs, was that it cost her nothing. It was the easiest thing she'd done all week.

"He said eleven," she said.

"You've told me twice now." David didn't look up.

"Have I." She hung the towel and squared it. "Well. Eleven."

She felt him watching her from the table, and she let him, and the letting him was new too, or newish. At the sink she braced her hands on the cold edge and looked out at the wet slabs and the loosened fence. She was aware of her own body inside her clothes in a way a woman shouldn't be at half nine on a Saturday with the washing not yet on. The grey jumper and the jeans were ordinary, nothing anyone would look twice at, but underneath them she had chosen with a good deal more care than the jumper deserved. She knew exactly why, and didn't dress it up to herself as anything better. She wanted him. She'd wanted Sean since Tuesday, since her own voice on the phone saying come round when you've a Saturday spare, and the want had sat low in her all week and gone nowhere.

A wife does as she's asked. She reached for the old line out of habit and it came apart in her hands like wet paper. Nobody had asked her. She had done the asking. She'd set the day and set the ring and she stood here now picturing another man's hands with her husband at the table behind her, and no folding it up small enough would leave her merely good at the end.

"What's your mother doing today?" David said.

"Coach to Lincoln, with the over-sixties. She's not ringing." Ruth rinsed the last cup though it was clean already. "So we've the whole day."

"We've the day," David said, and his voice did a small thing on it that she caught and didn't turn round to look at. He would have run this, once. He'd have picked the day and the dress and told her what he wanted, and stood over the lot of it like a man minding a fire. He wasn't running this one. She'd run it, and he was sat at his own table, waiting on the man the same as she was. The thought came and went, quick. He doesn't quite know what to do with me now. Then she set the cup on the rack, because Sean's van was early.

She heard it before she saw it, the diesel turning in at the top of the road, and her stomach dropped and pulled tight, and she pressed her wet palm flat to the front of her jeans for one second as if she could push the feeling back down. She couldn't. Lately she never could.

"That'll be him," David said.

"It's not eleven."

"No."

She let him in. Sean was too big for the back step, a big man in a work coat gone pale at the seams, a bag of tools in one fist and the cold coming off him. He'd shaved. She could smell it, the soap and the cold air, and under all that, him. Two months of Saturdays and she still had to steady herself on the frame when he stood that near.

"Ruth." Just that, and a nod, and he wiped his boots hard though she'd have told him not to bother. "Morning, David."

"Sean." David had come to the kitchen doorway with his tea. "You found us."

"The door, or the house?" Sean set the bag down. "Both. She's dropped, this one. See the daylight under the top hinge. Frame's swollen and the door with it. That's your wet summer, then the frost getting in behind." He crouched and ran a thumb slowly up the gap. His forearm was thick above the glove. Ruth stood by the kettle and looked at it and made herself fill the kettle. "I'll take her off and plane the top edge. Half hour, if the screws come out clean."

"Tea first. You're early."

"I am. There's a lad starting at the hall Monday and I wanted my weekend clear." He straightened. He looked her over properly then, the once-over he usually didn't let himself finish. This time he finished it, down and back up, and she felt it go over her like a hand held an inch off her skin. "The kitchen job. The heating with it. I'll have him on the tools. Young feller, quick enough, but he'll want watching."

"So it's really happening." She got the mugs down. Her voice came out level, which pleased her.

"It's really happening. You'll have me under your feet at that hall till spring." He took the mug she held out. Their fingers didn't meet, and that was worse than if they had. "Milk's grand. Ta."

David leaned in the doorway and drank his tea and said his piece about the frost and the guttering, and Sean answered him easily, a man talking to a man about a house. Ruth stood between the two of them with the want up under her breastbone and poured herself a tea she didn't want. Next door's children were out in their yard already, shrieking, a ball going against the fence, thud and thud. It was the most ordinary morning in the world. Her ring sat in the dish six feet off. She could have crossed to it in four steps.

She didn't. She drank her tea and watched Sean's hands round his mug and thought it clearly, without a stitch of cover on it. I set the whole of this up so a man could come and take a door off its hinges, and I couldn't give tuppence for the door.

He got the door off. It took the half hour, the screws squealing out, and he carried the thing to a trestle in the yard and planed the swollen edge with long even strokes, the shavings curling off pale and dropping. Ruth watched him from the kitchen window with her hip against the counter and didn't pretend to be at anything else. David had gone back to the table and the crossword. He wasn't looking at the yard. He was looking at her looking, and she knew it, and she let him have that too.

When Sean came in to hang it he was warm from the work, the coat off, the shirt sleeves shoved up, and he leaned the door against the units and knelt to line up the hinges. Ruth crossed the kitchen and stood over him.

"Leave it," she said.

He looked up, calm as ever. Sean was never startled. He read her like weather coming in, working out how much of it there'd be. "It wants doing before I go."

"It'll keep. You'll do it after." She was surprised how steady it held, her voice, when the rest of her was nothing of the sort. "Stand up."

He set the screwdriver down on the lino, careful, and stood, and he was so much bigger up close that she had to tip her head back. She put her hand flat on his chest through the shirt and felt his heart going quick, quicker than his face let on, and that undid a knot low in her. She got a fistful of the shirt. In the doorway, without her having to look, she felt David go very still.

"Ruth." Sean's voice had gone low. "He's sat right there."

"I know where he is. That's the point of it." She hadn't known she'd say that, and once it was said it was true enough. "That's not you minding him for me. Look at me."

He looked at her. And he put his hands on her at last, both of them, one at her waist and one flat up under the grey jumper against her back. She made a small sound low in her throat, one she'd not meant to let out. She reached down and found him already hard through the front of his work trousers, and closed her hand round as much of his cock as her hand would take. There was a good deal of it her hand wouldn't. Thick and long and standing up hard against the cloth, hot through it against her palm. She had known that. It went through her anyway, the plain heavy fact of him under the cloth, more than she'd any business being greedy for and greedy for regardless.

"Sit down," she told him, and she led him by the shirt to the kitchen chair, and he went.

She pulled her jumper off over her head and let it fall, and unhooked her bra with her back half to the room so David got the line of her too, all of her from behind, and then she turned to Sean in the chair and let him look. His eyes went over her and stayed. She was no girl, and she'd had two months of him looking at her like this, and it still put a heat up her throat, being looked at by him with her husband watching from the door. Both men's eyes on her at once, and nowhere in the room to hide any of it.

"Christ," Sean said, low, which was a great deal from him.

He reached up and put his big hands on her tits, one to each, and held their weight a moment, unhurried, his palms full of them. They were big and heavy and low, and his hands took them and lifted, feeling out the size of what he had. Then his thumbs dragged slowly over her nipples till they stood up hard, and he leaned in and took one in his mouth and sucked. She held his head to her tit and swore quietly at the ceiling. His other hand went down off her breast and in between her legs, two fingers pushing up into her, and she was wet enough that they slid straight in, and he grunted low against her breast at how wet she already was.

"That's for you," she got out, riding his fingers a little. "That's what you do to me. Come round to fix a door and my cunt's dripping for you before the kettle's even boiled. Feel it. Feel how wet you've got me."

He didn't answer that. His fingers worked steadily in her and his thumb went to her clit in slow hard circles, wet and quick, till her knees very nearly went and she had to grip his shoulder to stand. She could hear it, the wet of his hand working her.

"Enough." She pushed his hand off. If he kept on she'd go before she'd had the half of what she came for. "Enough of that."

She got his belt open and his trousers down his thighs and took his cock out, and there it stood up thick and heavy in her hand, bare and flushed dark at the head, a bead of wet already sitting at the tip of it. She was wet herself, wet before he'd laid a finger on her, a low throb going between her thighs that she pressed her legs together on and couldn't quieten. Then she went down onto her knees on the cold lino between his boots and took the head of his cock in her mouth. She couldn't take much of it. What she would she took, her lips stretched round the width of him and her jaw open wide, and her fist worked steadily up and down the wet root of him where her mouth wouldn't reach. She looked up past his belly to his face while she did it, because she wanted him watching her do it and she wanted David watching her want it. He was salt and skin on her tongue. She sucked him wet and noisy, no care in her for how it sounded, her spit running down her fist and down his shaft. Sean's hand came to the back of her head, resting there heavy, not pushing, and the not-pushing undid her worse than any pushing would have. She pulled off him with a wet gasp, a string of it breaking between her lip and the head of his cock, and looked up. "You can, you know," she said, working him slow in her fist. "Push it. Right down my throat. I'll take it off you."

"I know I can." He didn't. His thumb moved once at her nape. "I'm in no hurry on you, Ruth."

I am in a hurry on you. She didn't say that. "Watch me, David," she said instead, turning her head to the door, her hand still working Sean wet and steady. "Watch me suck his cock. Look how much of him I've got in my mouth." Then she put her lips back over the head of him and took him deep as she could, and behind her she heard David's breath go ragged, and she loved she could do that to him without a hand laid on him. Loved it openly, greedily. She sucked him harder for it, wet and loud, and pushed her mouth right down till she gagged on the width of him, and did it again.

Fuck.

She'd be wanting this again before Sean was even out of the door.

When she'd had her fill of that she stood and got out of the jeans and the underwear both, kicked them off her ankle, and stood there bare in her own kitchen with her husband in the doorway. She straddled Sean on the chair, a knee either side of his thighs on the seat, and reached down and took hold of his cock and set the head of it to her cunt, rubbed it wet along herself first, along her clit and back, then held it steady there against the mouth of her. She sank onto him slowly, because there was no other way to take a man his size. It was a stretch that stopped her breath. It was always a stretch, the give and the burn of it, the slow forcing wide, more of him than her body was built for easy. She made herself take it, an inch and then another, her mouth open on nothing and a long low sound coming out of her. Then she was sat right down with the whole of his cock up in her, full of him to the back, her forehead dropped against his.

"There," she breathed. "There… that's it."

Then she rode him. Her hands went to his shoulders and her hips worked, and she was in charge of every part of it, the pace of it, the depth, how hard she came down on him. She had never once in all her married life had it like this. This deciding. She dragged herself up the length of him till only the head of him was in her, then dropped her whole weight down and took the whole of him. Then again, faster. She could hear the wet of it, the slick drag of him going in and out of her and the slap of her arse coming down on his thighs, skin on skin, over and over. Her tits swung heavy with the work of it, bouncing with every drop, and Sean got a hand up and cupped one roughly and thumbed the nipple as it went. She was slick and sloppy on him now, and loud. Her breath came in gasps she couldn't hold back and a moan broke loudly out of her each time she took him deep, and she was long past minding what she sounded like or how she looked doing it. The chair creaked and knocked under them, its legs juddering on the lino. Next door a ball hit the fence, thud, and thud. She turned her head and found David in the doorway with his tea gone cold in his hand, not moving, only watching his wife take another man on a kitchen chair in the daylight. She held his eye and rode Sean the harder for having it.

"Look at me," she said to him, to David, across the room, with Sean's cock buried right up inside her. "You seeing this?"

David's throat moved. "I see you."

"Say whose I am."

"Mine," he said, low. "You're mine."

"I am. And I've got the whole of his cock right up in my cunt, and you're going to stand there and watch me fuck myself on it." She'd not have got a word of it out three months back. Now it fell out of her as easy as the ring into the dish. She sank down hard and her cunt clenched tight round him and she gasped. "God. Look how I take him. Look how much of him I take. He's stretching me right open, love, and I don't want him to stop. God, I love you watching me. And I love how big he is, and I love you knowing it."

"Ruth." That was David behind her, low and wrecked, and it pulled at her low and she rode Sean the harder for it.

"I know." She was slick and loud on him now, working herself down onto him and grinding. "I know, love. I could let him stay right there and finish in me, and I want him to." She hadn't planned to say it. It came up out of her, filthy and true. "God help me, I do."

She came on his cock. It went up through the length of her. She bore down and shook and made a noise she'd have died of once. "Fuck," she got out, to no one, to the pair of them. "I'm coming on him. I'm coming on his cock." Sean's hands went hard on her hips and held her down through it. He was close. She felt it in him, gone rigid under her, the give all run out.

And still she wanted it. Even now, spent and shaking on him, she wanted him to stay where he was and go off inside her, to fill her up, and the want came so fast and so nakedly that it frightened her. It was only the last thin edge of the old Ruth, the last wall of her left standing, that got her up off him at all. She lifted off his cock and it came out of her wet and dropping, slick to the root, and she took it in her fist and worked it fast. "On me, then," she breathed. "Your cum. Let me have it on me." He grunted and went off in her hand. She watched it come, thick white spurts of it out of the head of his cock, landing on her belly and running warm down the soft of her thigh, one jet catching her low and dripping slowly down. She rubbed the last of it out of him onto her skin, and bit down hard on how badly she'd wanted to keep him in, to feel him do that up inside her instead.

Nobody had told her not to. That was the trouble. No one in the room had said a word to stop her. She had held herself back, and hated the doing of it. And she knew already, kneeling there with him going over her hand and David's eyes on her and Sean's breath ragged above her, that she'd not hold it a great deal longer.

She wiped his cum off her belly and the soft of her thigh at the sink. Sean did his belt back up and, with no word about any of it, knelt and hung the door. The hinges took the screws cleanly this time, and he swung it once to test the plane, and it sat true.

"That's your door," he said.

"Thank you. For the door." Ruth had the jumper back on, the jeans, her colour still up.

"Any time." He said it plainly, no grin on it, and picked up the bag. "Monday, then. The hall. You'll be seeing a fair bit of us."

"I'll have the urn on for you."

"You will." He nodded. "David." And David saw him out, and the van turned in the road and was gone, and the house went quiet with the children still shrieking two gardens down and the kettle ticking as it cooled.

Ruth took her ring out of the dish and put it back on. It went back on easy as ever.

David was watching her from the kitchen door. He'd said hardly anything the whole morning. She looked at him and saw the trouble he was working at behind his face, and she thought she knew roughly what it was. That she'd done the whole of it. The phone and the day and the floor she'd crossed. And he had only stood and watched a thing he used to hold in both hands. She ought to go to him. She would, in a minute. She'd put her arms round him and be his wife and mean every bit of it.

But she stood at the window a moment longer with her ring back on and looked at the clean new line of the door in its frame, and what was in her head was not the morning just gone. It was Monday. The hall, the urn, and the whole cold winter of Saturdays it laid open in front of her, and a want in her now with no wall left to lean it against.

"He hung it lovely, that door," she said.


2




Callum Hartley had his old desk, and his old chair with the good gas-lift, and by half nine he had most of David's morning spread across the both of them. The lad did the interesting third of a job and left the reconciling to whoever wouldn't mind. David minded. He carried the file back to his own desk by the window, where the radiator never quite came on. He found the four hundred pound Callum had dropped into the wrong column, and he moved it back, quietly, where it belonged.

"You're a scholar and a gentleman," Callum said, not looking up from his phone.

"I'm a man who can add up." David put the file in his tray. "It's the client's VAT quarter Thursday. It wants to be right by then, not after."

"It'll be right. You'll make it right." Callum grinned at him, easy, and there was honestly no malice in it, which was the part David could never quite get his teeth into. The boy wasn't a shark. He was twenty-eight and quick and perfectly certain the room was arranged for his benefit, because so far in his life it had been. "Prentice wants you, by the way. Stuck his head in while you were at the printer."

David went and saw Prentice.

Prentice had the corner office and the good blinds and a habit of coming round the desk to sit on the front edge of it, close, so that a meeting you hadn't asked for arrived dressed as a kindness. He did it now. He had his reading glasses pushed up into his hair.

"David. Sit down, sit down. How's the Hartley lad shaping up, you keeping an eye on him?"

"He's quick," David said, sitting. "He'll be good, once he learns the boring half."

"That's what I've got you for. You steady him." Prentice said it warmly, and it did to David what it always did, which was very nearly nothing. "You're the rock round here, you know that. I say it and I mean it. Half these young ones can do the flash and none of the foundations, and then there's you, quietly holding the whole thing up."

"Somebody has to hold it up."

"Somebody does." Prentice folded his arms and looked at him a moment, genuinely pleased with what he'd got. "Now. There's a thing coming, and I wanted you to hear it from me before the email goes round and everyone loses their heads. We're bringing the two offices onto the one system in the new year. Their end and ours. All the old ledgers migrated across, reconciled, signed off. It's a job."

"It's a big job."

"It's a big job, and it needs a hand that actually knows how the old system was built, because the young ones never will. They've only ever known the new one." He spread his hands, the case making itself. "So... there'd be a stretch of it done up at the other end. A few days at a time, on and off through the winter. Hotel, all found, the firm carries the lot. I'd want you leading it. You read the old books like a newspaper, David, and none of them can."

There it was. The interesting third would stay here in the warm with the good chair, and David would take a bag to a Travelodge off a ring road and do the reconciling, because he was the rock, because he was the one they could send away without a single thing noticing he'd gone.

"Right," David said. "When does it start?"

"After Christmas. I'll get you the dates." Prentice was up off the desk already, the glasses coming down out of his hair, the meeting finished the second he had his yes. "Good man. I knew you'd not make a fuss. That's the other thing about you."

David went back to his desk and reconciled it properly and did the client's return and had it right for Thursday. Sandra brought the post round and a coffee she'd made him unasked, because she was kind, and he thanked her and she went. Outside the window the car park filled slowly with a fine cold rain.

A few days here and a few days there, all winter. He turned it over while the numbers went in. Nights away. A bag by the door and nobody in the office feeling the draught of it.

There was a Saturday, this week or last, that had left a shape in his head he couldn't file. Ruth on the kitchen chair with the daylight full on her, and another man's hands taking the whole weight of her, and her voice gone low and steady, saying the thing she'd said. I could let him stay right there and finish in me, and I want him to. Nobody had asked her to say it. It had just come up out of her, and David had stood in the doorway with his tea going cold and heard his wife want a thing he hadn't given her yet. She wanted Sean's cum in her. She'd said so to the ceiling of their own kitchen, and it was the plainest thing she'd told him in weeks.

He was half-hard at his desk over a VAT return. He pulled the chair in and made himself think about the parish accounts, the ones he did for the hall for nothing, and it didn't help in the slightest, because the hall was exactly where Sean was this morning. Up a ladder in the gutted kitchen with the young lad passing him things. And Ruth would be down there by now with the urn on, being good, being useful, carrying a tray past the man a dozen times an hour. One of these mornings the lad would get sent off for more screws, and she'd have her hand at Sean's belt before the kettle had even boiled, and she wouldn't need him standing there to do it.

Fuck.

He was hard again before he'd noticed starting, aching in the flat grey light of the office, ashamed of it and hard all the same. He knew precisely how her day was laid out, because he'd heard her lay it out. She ran a tight committee.

He finished the return. He was good at finishing things nobody watched him finish.
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The blue dish sat empty on the dresser when he got in, and her ring was back on her hand, and both of those were the ordinary state of the house and both of them caught at him tonight for no reason he could name. There'd been a time the dish held the ring only when he'd said so. When he was the one who asked her to take it off, and she did it turned away, for him. He stood his bag in the hall and kept looking at the empty dish, longer than an empty dish was worth.

"You're wet through," Ruth said, coming out of the kitchen with a tea towel over her shoulder. She'd changed out of whatever she'd worn to the hall into the soft grey things she wore of an evening, her hair loose, colour still up in her face from the warm kitchen or the day or God knew what. She felt the damp of his coat and made a face at him. "Get that off you. There's a pie in, twenty minutes. How was the desk?"

"The desk was the desk." He got the coat off. "Callum lost four hundred quid down the wrong side of a column, and I found it for him, and he told me I was a scholar and a gentleman."

"You are, an' all." She hung the coat over the newel, where it would drip on the stairs and he'd say nothing. "And Prentice? Callum said Prentice had you in."

"Prentice had me in." He followed her through. The window was black and beaded, and the pie smell was honestly the best thing that had happened to him since seven that morning. "There's a job after Christmas. Merging our books with the other branch's, onto one system. He wants me up at their end to run it, a few days at a stretch, right through to the spring. Because I'm the rock." He heard the sourness get into it and didn't much try to keep it out, not with her.

Ruth turned round from the oven. She was listening properly, close, her head a little on one side. He watched her take it in, and there was a lift under the listening he pretended he hadn't seen. "Away, you mean. Overnight."

"A few nights. Here and there." He got two plates down. "A hotel off a ring road. The firm pays for it. Two weeks of my life in a Travelodge, so a lad who can't add up can keep my chair warm."

"That's not fair on you." She said it and she meant it, he could hear she meant it, and yet. Under the meaning it there was the same lift she couldn't have hidden if she'd tried, and he'd been reading her a long time, and he read it now. She was already three moves down a road she'd have sooner died than admit to. Nights he wasn't in the house. He set the plates down harder than the plates deserved.

"It's the job," he muttered. "It's only what the job is."

They ate the pie at the table with the radio low, and it was good, and she told him her day. The committee, the urn, Jean ringing twice about the flowers for the Sunday. How the young lad Sean had brought put a mug straight down on the new worktop, and Sean moved it onto a cloth without a word, and the lad went red as anything. She was funny about it. David laughed where he was meant to, and the whole time he was seeing another man's hands, loose and huge in his kitchen, the hands that had been all over her on that chair a week back. She was warm and easy and entirely his across the table, the same woman who'd sat on that chair and taken another man in front of him, and she felt not one seam between the two. He felt every inch of it.

He waited until they were up and clearing to say it, because he wanted to say it first himself, this once.

"We should have Sean round again. Properly. Not a door that wants planing." He rinsed a plate and kept his eyes on it. "I'll fix a Saturday. The one after next, say. I'll sort it out with him."

It was out of his mouth before he'd fairly decided on it, and the deciding was the point of it. He'd named the day. He would sort it. A wife does as she's asked, and this once he would do the asking himself, and it could all go back to being his to hand her.

"The one after next." Ruth took the wet plate off him to dry. She gave it real thought, the same as she'd give the rota for the Sunday flowers. "He's got the hall till gone six most Saturdays now, while the job's on. So it wants to be the evening, not the morning. And the week after next he's got his sister's, he did say. So it'd want to be the Saturday after that, really. If you're fixing one."

"Right," David said. "The Saturday after that, then."

"Mm." She set the dry plate on the stack. She stretched up to put it away on the high shelf, and her top rode up off her lower back, an inch of warm skin above the grey waistband, and the soft cotton pulled tight over her arse as she reached. He stood at the sink with his hands in the cooling water and looked at her and wanted her so plainly and so hopelessly it was nearly a relief, one clean want in among the tangle of the rest. She came down off her toes and caught him at it and didn't mind being caught, hadn't minded in weeks. "What?"

"Nothing." He dried his hands slowly. "You. That's the all of it."

She came and stood in against him, her arms going round under his, her face turned into his neck. Then she put her mouth up close to his ear. "Think about it, up in your Travelodge," she murmured. "Me down here. The hall, and him... you on your own in a strange bed, knowing." She said it low, almost teasing, and it went through him and shut his breath off. She kissed the side of his jaw and stepped back to wipe the worktop, easy as that, and he stood there with his heart going and his cock stirring and no idea at all what he was meant to do with either. She was already off ahead of him, three Saturdays down the road. He could feel her there, the small stillness of it in her, and he knew whose that day was going to be, and it wasn't going to be quite his. He held the counter instead of holding her.

Later she went up, and he stayed a minute in the dark kitchen with the one light on over the cooker.

He'd fixed the Saturday. He'd said the day, he'd sort it with Sean, he'd done the asking. He ran it back through, the same way he'd run a column back through when the total wouldn't sit, hunting the four hundred quid in the wrong place. He had named the day. She had moved it a fortnight, for Sean's sister and Sean's hours, without so much as a blink. And then she'd let him settle on her Saturday, and dry the plate, and think he'd fixed it himself.

He put the light out.
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The circular saw went through a length of batten with a scream she felt behind her teeth, and Ruth stood in the doorway with the urn flex over her arm and waited for it to stop. They had the old kitchen out. Two weeks it had been now, and the room she'd made a thousand teas in was down to brick and stud, the serving hatch a raw hole, the daylight coming through it wrong. Over all of it hung a smell of sawdust and cut pipe and cold. She liked it. That was the truth of her lately. She liked the mess and the men in it and the good reason it gave her to be there four mornings out of seven.

"Mind your feet, Ruth, there's screws down." Sean, up the stepladder with his arm in the ceiling void, not looking round. He always knew where she was in a room. "We'll want the water off at the mains in ten minutes, if you've kettles to fill."

"I'll fill them now, then."

"Do." He said it easily and went back to whatever he had his hand on above the tiles. A man who could stand in a room he'd had his cock in a fortnight back and give her the mains schedule like a churchwarden. She'd stopped being able to say whether the plainness of him was mercy or a slow torment. Both, most likely.

The lad was another thing entirely.

"Here, let me." Ryan came off the wall he was chasing a cable into and had the urn out of her arms before she'd got a word out, close enough that she caught the heat off him, and the plaster dust, and the deodorant under it. He was younger than she'd have picked, late twenties, dark and quick and pleased with himself, and he carried the urn to the trestle one-handed to prove he could. "Can't have you lugging that. Where d'you want it, love. Here?"

"That's grand. Thank you." She didn't say I'm not your love. She'd have said it lightly to any other man and it would not have come out prim, and she did not say it, and the not-saying-it sat in her chest and would not shift.

"No bother." He set the urn down and did not quite step back. He looked at her while he did it, slowly, down and up, the once-over Sean gave her and then guiltily cut off half done. Ryan did not cut it off. He held it, and grinned when he got up to her face, like there was a joke the two of them were already in on. "You want to watch that floor in them shoes, all this cable about. I'll not always be here to catch you."

"I've walked this floor twenty years." She got the kettle under the tap briskly and turned the water on. "I'll manage the length of it."

"Bet you will." He went back to his wall, unhurried, and she felt his eyes come off her back, and the place they had been went cool. She let herself look at him while his back was turned, the young width of his shoulders under the T-shirt, the arse on him in the work jeans, the easy way he moved, and she thought, plain as anything, that she'd like to know what he had on him under those. A grown woman. Sizing up a lad over the kettle. She stood at the tap with the water running cold over her fingers and made herself breathe out.

That was the whole trouble of him. Sean withheld, and the withholding had slowly undone her, month on month. The big man being careful, wanting her and minding himself, so she'd had to do the reaching every single time. Ryan withheld nothing. Ryan reached first, easy as breathing, a hand dropped low on her back when he moved past her to the sink, scuse me love, his palm flat and warm through the blouse where Sean had never once put his hand unasked. Sean's care made her feel chosen. This made her feel plainly wanted, wanted rough and quick, and God forgive her, she could not have told you which of the two had left her soaked through by half nine. Her nipples had stood up tight against the blouse the whole morning and she'd her arms crossed over herself half the time to hide it. She capped the kettle. Her ring was on her hand where it belonged, out on show, and she was a married woman running the teas at her own Memorial Hall, and low in her a throb went that four mornings of this had wound tight and never once let down.

She was as bad as any of them, worse, a grown married woman gone wet through her knickers in her own committee kitchen because a lad had laid a hand on her the once. Another man's want, offered up close and not minding who clocked it, and her body had clenched round it before her good sense got a word in edgeways.

"He's a worker, that one," she said, only to hear herself say a plain thing.

"He's quick." Sean came down off the ladder and wiped his hands on the rag at his belt. He gave her a look that was only a look, steady, a man taking the measure of the morning. "Wants watching, though. I did say."

"You did." She poured the first of the water in carefully. "I'm watching him."

Sean did not answer that. He held her eye a moment past where he needed to, and there was the whole of it in his face, everything he wasn't going to say in front of the lad. Then he picked his level up and went to check the run of the new pipe, and she got the mugs off their hooks with her heart going like she'd run somewhere.
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Jean caught her crossing to the flower store at eleven, which she ought to have known she would. It was a Thursday, and the Sunday flowers were Jean's, and the store shared a wall with the hall, and there was no crossing the car park without passing the window.

"There she is." Her mother had a bucket of chrysanths in the sink and her sleeves shoved up, and she looked Ruth over as she had done her whole life, top to toe, the audit that missed nothing. "I've been three days trying to get you on the phone, my girl. You're never in of an evening now."

"We've been busy. The job." Ruth took the second bucket down for her without being asked, because that was what a daughter did, and because it gave her hands something. "I'm at the hall most mornings with the teas. You could have come and found me."

"In amongst all that noise and dust? No, thank you." Jean pursed her mouth at the wall the hall stood behind. "Men everywhere. Your father would have had it done in a weekend and half the fuss." She stripped a stem and looked at Ruth again, and this time the look settled and stayed. "You've a colour on you."

"It's cold out. It's November, Mum."

"It's not that colour." Jean said it gently, which was worse than sharp. She had a way of laying a thing down soft so you could not pick a fight with it, only carry it about with you. "You've a bloom on you like a girl. I said to Dawn's mother in the week, our Ruth's got something about her lately. She said she'd noticed it herself." She snipped, and dropped the stem in the bucket. "Is everything all right at home. You and David."

There it was. The near-miss, come close enough that Ruth felt the cold draught of it. Her mother's eyes on her, patient and kind, wanting only to be let in, and behind Ruth's own face the whole of what she could never say. The hall, the men, the ring off in a blue dish of a Saturday, the want that had put on her the very colour Jean had clocked at forty paces. It was still going in her even here, the low ache of the morning, stood at a sink with her mother stripping stems. She held her face still, and it cost her more than it ever had, and it frightened her how little of it showed.

"We're grand, Mum. Honestly." The lie came smoothly and warmly and she watched her mother take it, want it, believe it. "He's a work thing after Christmas, away a bit. I've maybe been fretting on it, that's all. I'll do you a proper visit Sunday. I'll bring the good biscuits."

"You will not, you'll bring me yourself and sit still an hour." Jean's face eased. She reached and tucked a bit of Ruth's hair back off her cheek, her old thumb rough. "You're a good girl. You always were. Go on now, they'll be wanting their tea, your workmen."

Ruth got herself out into the cold car park and stood a second with her back to the window and her eyes shut. A good girl. She used to hold onto that. It had gone slippery on her this last while, and she could not have told you the day it started.
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Dawn rang while she was padlocking the urn cupboard, and Ruth had the phone jammed under her ear and the keys in her teeth and answered round them.

"You sound like you're being burgled."

"I'm being useful. There's a difference." She got the padlock shut. "Go on."

"I'm outside Greggs, I've bought two sausage rolls, and I'm not eating both in the car like an animal, so tell me you're five minutes off and I'll come to you." Dawn never waited for the yes. "Also I want the goss. Karen says you've got Sean doing the hall now, and some young lad with him, and she says the young lad's very easy on the eye. Her words. So obviously I need eyes on that this instant."

Ruth laughed, and it came out of her too quickly and too gladly and she heard it do that. "He's about twelve, Dawn."

"Twelve. Right. So you have looked, then."

"I've eyes in my head."

"There she is." Dawn's grin came right down the phone at her. "Go on. Is he. Easy on the eye."

Ruth stood there in the cold with the padlock cold in her hand. She could have said he had his hand on me over the urn this morning, the young one, and I never said a word. Dawn would have shrieked and loved it and told her nothing but to enjoy herself. Dawn half-knew the shape of things anyway, had done since the summer, since the thing they had not quite named over the second bottle, and had never once pushed at it. It would be the easiest thing in the world to let her the rest of the way in.

"He's all right," Ruth said instead, keeping a bit of it back, wanting to hold it hers a while longer. "Come to the hall. I'll get the kettle on and you can ogle him over a Rich Tea and tell me I'm being daft."

"Twenty minutes. Don't let them eat my sausage roll."
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She told David that night. She had not meant to lead with it. She'd meant to let him have his day first, the desk and the drive and Callum and the rest of it, and she did let him, up to a point, over the plates. But the whole evening she had carried it, the warm weight of his hand at her back, the held look, the cheek of him, turning it over and over. When they were up and stacking the dishwasher and he asked how the hall was going, she found the telling was already settled in her, had been for hours, somewhere under the teas where she had not been watching herself do it.

"The lad Sean's got in. Ryan." She rinsed a glass. "He's a bit much."

"A bit much how." David did not look up from the cutlery. But he went still, and she knew that stillness of his, and it put the throb straight back low in her.

"He's forward." She said it plainly. "He had the urn off me before I'd asked, and stood too close doing it, and told me to mind my feet in my shoes because he'd not always be there to catch me. And when he went past me to the sink he put his hand here." She turned from the sink and set her own hand flat and low on her back, where the blouse tucked in, and watched her husband's face while she did it. "Just there. Walking past. Like it was nothing at all."

"And you said."

"I said nothing."

"You didn't tell him to keep his hands to himself." David set the last fork in the basket and straightened up. He looked at her properly, and there was the thing in his face she had married, and under it the darker thing that had come into their bed this half-year and never quite gone. "Why not?"

He asked it quiet, at the sink, the machine humming between them, and waited on her. The truth got bigger in the room the longer it ran. She could have dressed it. She could have said she hadn't wanted a scene at the hall. She reached for it, I'm only there to do the teas, I can't be slapping the labourers, and it did not cover a scrap of her. It sat there over the plain fact of what she was and hid none of it, and she let it drop.

"Because I liked it," she said. "God help me. Because a good-looking lad half my age put his hand on me over an urn, and I stood there and let him, and I wanted him to do it again lower down. There. That's why not." Her face was burning. She kept it up on his all the same.

"Christ, Ruth." It came out of him low and wrecked, that word he never used. His hand came up to the side of her neck, and she felt how hard he'd gone against her hip when he stepped in.

"I liked that he wanted to." She had her fists in his shirt now. "I like that they look at me. Sean looks at me like I'm something he's minding for you. This one looks at me like he'd bend me over the trestle and not give tuppence whose I was." She heard herself and did not stop. "I stood in that hall today with my ring on and the teas going and I was wet in my knickers the whole morning off a lad who touched my back the once. That's your wife. That's what you married."

He took her mouth hard and walked her back against the counter. She got a hand down between them and worked him out through his flies, and there in the kitchen with the blind not even down she had his cock out in her fist, thick and hard and already wet at the tip. She smeared the pre-cum down him with her thumb and stroked him slowly, root to tip, felt him jerk in her hand. He dragged her skirt up round her waist and pushed the heel of his hand over the front of her knickers. They were soaked through, the cotton stuck wet to her. He swore into her hair and rubbed her clit through them till she pushed her hips up onto him.

"Tell me." His mouth was at her ear, his fingers still working her through the wet cotton. "Tell me what you wanted the lad to do to you."

"I wanted his hand down these." She was up on her toes, grinding herself onto him. "I wanted him to shove his fingers in me and feel how wet my cunt was, and to know he was the one who'd got me like that off nothing but his hand on my back. With Sean up the ladder. With my mother the other side of the wall." He dragged the knickers aside and pushed two fingers straight up into her, and she was so wet they went in to the knuckle in one go and made a slick sound as he worked them roughly in and out. She went loose at the knees and had to grip the counter behind her, riding his hand, feeling herself clench round nothing. "I wanted him to get his cock out right there and want it too badly to stop himself."

"You greedy little slut." There was awe in it, not blame. The two of them were long past blame. "That's what you are now, is it?"

"I know what I am." She got down off his hand and went to her knees on the cold lino, because she could not have this conversation and not have him in her mouth for it. She took his cock in one fist and put her lips to the wet tip. She took him in, as much of him as she could, and let him nudge the back of her throat before she drew off him slowly, her spit shining all down the length of him. Then she went at it in earnest, sucking him, one fist working the root in time with her mouth, her other hand up under to roll his balls in her palm, looking up the length of his belly to his face while she did it. He was hard as a bar in her mouth and groaning, a hand fisting in her hair, his hips giving little pushes he couldn't help. She felt his cock throb thick against her tongue and a fresh drop of him salt at the back of her throat. It was easier to say the rest of it around him than to his eyes. She came off him with a wet gasp. "I let a lad young enough to know better touch me this morning, and I liked it. Then I came home and told my husband, so he'd fuck me over the worktop for it. What does that make me."

"Mine." His voice had gone to gravel. "It makes you mine. Get up here."

She got up. She turned and put her hands flat on the worktop and pushed her arse back at him. He dragged them down her thighs and left them stretched there. He spread her with a hand on each cheek, spat roughly in his palm and worked it over the head of his cock. Then he shoved up into her in one long stroke that folded her over the edge of the counter and knocked the breath out of her. She was so wet he went in to the hilt in the one push. He was not Sean and she did not care a scrap. She wanted the man who was hers and she wanted him this second. She shoved back onto his cock, took the whole of him, felt his hips come up flush against her arse, and heard herself say it. "God. Yes. Fuck me. Fuck me like you saw him want to."

And for one hot second it was not David behind her at all. It was the lad, his hand flat and warm on the small of her back the way it had been that morning, his young cock driving up into her over her own kitchen counter, not caring whose she was. She moaned out loud at the thought of it and shoved back harder to have it.

"You'd let him, though." One hand was fisted in her hair, and he was not gentle, and she did not want gentle. His hips were going now, a steady drive that shunted her up onto her toes with every stroke. "One of these mornings you'd let that cocky little sod fuck you an' all. On the job. In the hall. Wouldn't you, now?"

"I don't know…" It came up ragged and honest, the thing she had not let herself put into words until it was in her mouth. "I don't know that I'd stop it. That's the God's truth of it. I don't know that I'd even want to."

"Say it." His hips did not stop. "Say you'd have the lad's cock and let me watch you take it."

"I'd have it." She was past being ashamed of any of it now. "I'd bend over that bloody trestle and have him ride me and I wouldn't care who heard. I'd have his young cock in me bare and let him spunk up inside me, and you sat there watching every inch of it go, and I'd love the both of you for it. There. You've made me say it." Then she could not talk. She could only take him, the counter edge biting into her belly with every push, his hips slapping up against her arse, the wet slap of it loud over the hum of the machine. She was soaked, and she could feel it running down the inside of her thighs where they were fucking, feel how hard he was going off the pair of things she'd said. Her cunt drew up tight round his cock and she gasped and came like that, shoving back to grind it out on him, bent over her own worktop, her husband buried in her to the hilt and another man's touch three hours gone and still warm at her back.

He finished a moment behind her, deep, both hands hauling her hips down onto him. His cock throbbed and pumped his cum up into her, stroke after stroke of it, and she pressed back onto him greedily to have all of it and felt the heat of it fill her. They stayed folded together over the counter, breathing, his cock softening in her and neither of them shifting off it, while the dishwasher clicked over into its rinse.

She straightened slowly. She pulled her knickers up and her skirt down, and she was a state and she felt scoured clean with it, and David turned her round and put his forehead down against hers. Her head had rested just so on Sean, on a kitchen chair. She held onto that and did not look at it too hard.

"You'd not really stop it." He said it quietly, into the small space between their faces.

"No." She heard how easily it came, and it frightened her badly, and she said it anyway, standing in her own kitchen with the ring gone cold again on her finger. "I don't think I would."
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The hall's account was forty pounds light, and David had found it twice.

He had the receipts fanned across the kitchen table under the good lamp, the shoebox of dockets Sean had handed him on Tuesday, a mug going cold at his elbow. Halliday's docket had it, the plumbing merchant. A run of pipe booked twice and paid the once, or paid twice and booked the once. He'd not settled which yet, and settling it was what he'd sat down for. Forty pounds. It was nothing. It was the parish's forty pounds and it wanted to be right, and there was a plain clean pleasure in a thing that would come right if you only sat with it long enough. That was more than he could say for most of the winter so far.

Ruth was at the sink with the radio low, finishing the things she'd waved him off from. She'd changed out of the day into the soft grey things, her hair down. He heard her wring the cloth and hang it neatly over the tap, and then she came and stood at his shoulder and looked down at the spread of dockets.

"Is that Sean's writing? That's a doctor's, that."

"It's the merchant's. Sean's only signed the bottom." He tapped the pale carbon lightly. "Somebody's had Halliday's paid twice over for the one delivery of pipe. I'll have it out of them."

"You will." She said it warmly, and laid her hand flat between his shoulder blades a moment, then took it away. She pulled a chair round to the corner of the table and sat with her tea, not to help, only to be near it. She picked a receipt up, looked at it upside down, set it back. His eye kept going to her hands more than the paper. She had a thing in her she was working round to. That stillness came into her when she did, a going-careful, and it had been in her since he'd sat down.

"Saturday's still on," he said. Not asking. He'd fixed it himself, the Saturday after the one just gone, Sean's evening once the hall let him go of a night. "He's coming about seven. I said we'd eat first."

"I know. I did half the fixing of it." A small dry thing, and true enough. She'd quietly moved the day off Sean's hours and his sister's and let him land on it. She turned her mug slowly on the table. Her ring was on her hand, catching the lamp when she moved it. "Can I say a thing, and you not make a whole business of it?"

"Go on."

"When he comes Saturday." She had both hands round the mug. "I don't want the wall up. The one I've kept. I've held him off that way the whole time, he finishes on me or I have it off him some other road, and I don't want to Saturday." She said the first of it to the table. The last of it she made herself say straight to his face. "I want him to finish inside me. His cock bare, nothing on it, nothing between us, and every drop of him left up in me after. I want to feel all of him go, and then carry it about the rest of the day and know it's there."

David didn't say anything for a moment. The numbers sat wrong on the slip in front of him and he'd stopped seeing them entirely. His wife had asked him, at their own table with the radio playing, to let another man empty himself up inside her, and she'd asked it in the same voice she'd have used to ask him to fetch the good chairs down for a Sunday.

Saturday. Sean's cock going bare into her, and what he leaves behind in her after, and me the one she comes to for the yes. It went through him hot and low, and he shifted in the chair against it, half-hard already over the parish's paper like some lad who couldn't help himself.

"You've thought about it," he said.

"I've thought about little else, if you want the truth." She looked at him steadily. The colour was up in her face, but she held his eye. "It's been at me since Saturday last. Him getting up off that chair with his cum going onto my belly, and me holding him back from where I wanted it, and hating that I did. I lay awake on it. I thought about it doing the teas. I thought about it at my mother's, God forgive me, sat there with a scone." Her mouth went, half a laugh with no ease in it. "There. That's what your wife thinks about now."

Here was the thing he turned over while she watched him work at it. She hadn't asked him whether. She'd asked him when. The whether was long gone, decided in some quiet he'd not been let into, and what she held out to him now was only the signing-off of it — his name going onto a cost the house had paid weeks back. They both knew it, and she was calling it his to give anyway.

He looked at the ring on her finger, then at her.

"You want me to let him."

"I want you to want to let him." She reached across the table and covered the back of his hand, the spread of receipts under both of them. "It's not the same thing said twice. I could go and have it any Saturday I liked, I know that, and so do you. That's not what I'm after. I want you to be the one who says he can. I want it to still be that."

It went into him warm and hard at the same time. It was the truest thing she'd said all night. She'd already gone and decided it, on her own, somewhere he'd not been asked, and now she'd come back for him with her hand out and was calling the whole of it his to give. He turned his hand under hers and held it.

"Then here's how it goes." He heard his own voice come out level, the flat office voice, and he was glad of it. "Saturday. He finishes in you, all of it, and I'm sat right there when he does. I want to watch it go. Then when he's done and away home, you don't wash, and you don't tidy yourself. You come to me exactly as he's left you, and I have you like that. You're mine after. That's the deal of it."

The saying of it laid the whole picture out in front of him, plain and filthy. Ruth crossing the room to him on Saturday night with Sean's spend still sliding down the inside of her thigh. Coming to him gladly, wanting him in the mess of another man. He watched what the deal did to her while he thought it. It went down through her and changed her breath, and her thighs pressed slowly together under the table where he could just see the shift of it, and her hand tightened hard on his.

"Yes," she said. Just that, low.

"Say the yes to the whole of it."

"Yes to the whole of it." Her voice had gone thick. "God. Yes. His cock in me bare, and what he leaves in me left there, and then you after in the mess of it. I'll come to you filthy and not washed, cunt full of another man, and let you have me like that." She caught a breath. "You want your wife to do that."

He watched her mouth make the words, cock and cum, plainly and low at the same table she poured his tea at every morning of their lives, and his own arousal beat once, hard and shameless, right up under the buttons of his flies.

"I want my wife to do that."

She sat back a little and reached for the old thing, he watched her reach for it, the frame she still liked to set round the front of all this. A wife does as she's asked. He could very nearly hear it starting in her, and he watched it not arrive, watched it go to nothing in her mouth, because he'd not asked her a scrap of any of it. She'd carried it in and laid it on the table and got the yes off him. The good-wife front had lifted clean off it, a soaked label off a jar, and left the plain thing sitting there between them with no cover on it at all.

"I'm not being asked, though. Am I." She said it quietly, half to herself, finding it out as it came. "You've not asked me for a single thing tonight. I walked in here and asked you." She looked at him, and there was fear in it along with the heat, both at once. "I don't know when it turned round…"

He didn't know either, and he wasn't going to say so, and he wasn't going to sit here at a table full of the parish's accounts with his cock aching in his trousers and let her feel alone in it.

"Come here," he said, and stood, and took her by the hand up off the chair.

[image: ]


He didn't take her far. Only through to the front room, the lamp left burning in the kitchen and the receipts where they lay, forty pounds still adrift and nowhere near the most pressing thing in his house now. He sat down heavily in the armchair by the cold grate and pulled her down over him, a knee either side of his thighs. She came down onto his lap and got her hands roughly in his hair and kissed him like she'd waited all evening for it.

"Off," she said against his mouth, meaning the grey top, and he took it up and off her. She reached behind and unhooked herself and let it drop, and there she was over him in the light coming through from the hall. Her tits hung heavy and full when he got his hands up under them, warm, the nipples going stiff against his thumbs as he ran them slowly over her. He leaned up and took one in his mouth and sucked, and she moaned above him and pushed it further onto his tongue. She was soft over the belly where the day sat on her, and he ran a hand down and round the firm weight of her arse and pulled her tighter onto him. She worked at his belt between them, quickly, clumsy with wanting it, got his trousers open and his cock out, already hard in her fist.

"There you are," she breathed, stroking him slowly, her forehead dropped to his. "Look at the state of you. You want it as bad as I do."

"Get up on me." He got his hands under her thighs. She lifted, reached down between them and set the head of him to her, and she was soaking, slick and open and wet against him. She sank down onto him carefully, a long breath going out of her through her teeth. She took him up into her by the inch until she was sat right down and full of him, the whole length buried in her wet and tight, her weight settled hard on his lap. She gave a low sound at the last of it going in.

"There," she said. "That's it. That's better."

Then she rode him slowly, her hands braced on his shoulders, her tits swaying full and heavy with the roll of her hips, and he let her set the pace and watched her face the whole time. It was her face he wanted more than any of the rest of it. He put one hand flat at the base of her spine and the other up in her hair and moved her down onto him harder, and her breath broke on it.

"Say it again," he said. "What you want Saturday. Say it while I'm in you."

"You'll not stop me now." She got a rhythm going, working herself down on him steadily, loud and wet between them. "I want Sean bare. I want to feel the whole of him with nothing on it, no rubber, no wall, just him going in me raw and all the way." She dropped her hips right down and ground on it. "And I want him to go off as deep as he'll reach and leave every drop up in me." Her breath was ragged and she rode straight through it. "And I want you sat there watching him do it, love. Watching your wife take another man's cum up inside her because you said she could."

Jesus. It jolted through him and he drove up into her without choosing to, and she gasped and rode it. He had the whole of Saturday in front of him now, plain as if the clock had already run there. That's Sean up in her like this, bare, going off deep, and I'm sat in this same chair watching another man fill my wife. His cock jerked hard inside her at it, and she felt the jerk and ground down onto it.

"And then you," she said, into his ear now, gripping him tight. "Then you'll have me still full of him and not care a scrap, you'll want it, you filthy man, you'll fuck me in the mess he leaves and make me yours in it." She was close, he could feel her clenching round him. "That's us. That's what we are now. Tell me you want it…"

"I want it." He had both hands on her arse, working her down hard onto every stroke, and it came up out of him wrecked and plain. "I want to watch him fill you and then take what's mine in what he leaves. You're mine, Ruth. He gets the one Saturday. I get all the rest of you."

She came on him like that, bearing down, her cunt clenching tight round him and her face going into his neck, and she moaned it out long into his skin. He held her through it with his cock buried up in her and rode her down the other side. Then he turned her under him without coming out of her, got her back into the seat of the chair and himself over her, and finished it fast and hard, how she liked it, his mouth on hers. He drove up into her and went off deep, holding her hips down onto him while he emptied, every pulse of it left up in her. His own, in his own wife. The last of him she'd carry clean before Saturday put another man's up there beside it. He didn't say that. He felt her go still under him with the same thought, the pair of them folded together in the armchair, both thinking hard about the same Saturday and neither one saying its name.

She stayed down on him after, her face in his neck, his cock softening slowly inside her, easy about the mess and the dead grate and the work going nowhere in the kitchen.

"He'll be here Saturday, then," she said finally, low, not lifting her head.

"Seven." He had his hand moving slowly up and down her bare back. "I told him we'd eat first."

"Eat first." She laughed, softly, against his skin, and he felt it more than heard it. "We'll neither of us manage a bite."

He held her, and looked past her shoulder to the dark window with the two of them small in it. Saturday was four days off. He'd set the day and let the last wall she had come down, and by rights he ought to have been troubled about how little of it he'd truly decided. He wasn't. That would come later, upstairs in the dark, once the lamp was off and the day caught up with him. Just now he only wanted the four days gone. He wanted to be sitting in this chair come Saturday night, watching it happen. So did she. He could feel it in her still, four days of the want sat in her and waiting.

Four days. He was already there.
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Neither of them had eaten more than a forkful.

The pie sat between the three of them going cold in its dish, and the plates with their neat wrecked helpings, and Ruth had put it on the table like any other Saturday tea because that was what the evening pretended to be. David had asked Sean about the guttering. Sean had answered him, and salted his food, and eaten enough of it to be polite and no more, and set his knife and fork together early. She'd watched the two men manage the shape of a meal across her good cloth and had managed less of hers than either of them. Her stomach had closed right over and gone tight the moment the van pulled up outside.

"Leave the plates," she said, when Sean made to gather his in. "For pity's sake. Leave them."

"I'll leave them." He sat back. He had his sleeves turned up already, the big forearms on the edge of her table, and he looked at her across the cooling food with the calm he never once dropped. "You've not eaten either."

"No." She wasn't going to dress that up. "I couldn't."

Her hands were on the cloth in front of her, and she looked down at them, and her left one was bare. She'd not decided to do it. She'd taken the ring off some time before seven, at the sink probably, the way she'd take a watch off to do the washing. Then she'd dropped it quietly in the blue dish on her way past. She'd no memory at all of the doing of it, and that was what went cold through her, sat there at her own tea. It had come off her without her having to spend a thing on it. She'd only just now noticed the mark of it gone from her finger.

David saw her look. He always found the ring, wherever it was in a room. He didn't say anything about it. He put his hand over her bare one on the cloth, and left it there a moment, and then he stood.

"Come up, then," he said. "Both of you. I'm not sat here talking about drainpipes."
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They'd not done it in the bed before. That was David's, that he'd wanted it there tonight. She'd heard him fix it in his own quiet way over the last four days. The sheets changed that afternoon though they'd been clean. The chair from the landing carried in and set carefully at the foot, no remark made on any of it. She saw the plan of it as she came in behind Sean, the lamp turned low and the big bed turned down and the chair waiting, and it stopped her a second in the doorway.

This was the room she slept in. This was where she'd lain beside her husband every night of their marriage. He wanted it done here, in the middle of it, and he wanted to sit in that chair and watch another man do it. Her whole body dropped low and hot at the sight of the made bed. She was ashamed of how simple that was, how little it took her now.

David sat down in the chair. He didn't touch her. He'd not touch her for a long while yet, she knew the run of it now, he'd sit and take it in with his hands going white on the chair arms and let it build in him till he could hardly stand it.

"Go on," he said. Low. "I'm not directing tonight. It's hers."

So she turned to Sean in the lamplight and started on his shirt.

She got the buttons open and pushed it back off his shoulders, and he shrugged out of it and let it drop. Then she put her hands flat on the warm bare chest of him and stood into it a moment, her forehead near his collarbone, taking the size and the heat of the man in slowly through her palms. He smelled of soap and the cold he'd carried in. His hands came up her back under her dress and spread there, and she felt the whole span of them, and the want that had wound tight through four days of waiting turned heavily over in her.

"Get this off me," she said.

He took the hem of the dress carefully up and off her, over her lifted arms, and dropped it on the floor by his shirt, and unhooked her without being told and let that go as well. She stood in front of him in the low light with nothing on but her knickers, and he looked at her, unhurried, taking the whole of her in slowly before he'd lay a hand anywhere. Her nipples had gone tight already, before he'd touched her. She heard David's breath change behind her.

"Lie down," Sean said, only that. She'd been the one giving the orders since the summer, and she found she'd waited a long time to be plainly told, and she went down onto the bed on her back and looked up at him.

He got the rest of his clothes off standing at the side of the bed, and she watched, propped up on her elbows. His cock stood out thick and heavy and bare, the head of it dark and already wet at the slit, the veins of it up hard along the length. There was nothing going on it tonight, no foil packet turned over in his blunt fingers the way there'd been every other time. The plainness of that, the nothing-between-them of it, put a heat up her throat and a clench low in her that she felt in her own wet, a fresh slick of it coming while she looked at his cock and knew it was going in her with nothing on it. He knelt onto the bed and came over her and put his mouth to her.

He took his time over her, unhurried as ever. His mouth went to her tits, one and then the other, the flat of his tongue and then the slow hard pull of him. He drew the nipple up between his lips till she felt it right down in her cunt, and she got a hand into his short hair and held him to her and swore quietly at the ceiling of her own bedroom. His hand went down between her legs, over the front of her knickers, pressing there, feeling how gone she already was, the cotton soaked through under his fingers, and he made that low sound against her breast that undid her every single time.

He pulled the knickers down and off. Then his fingers were in the wet of her, two of them, working slowly, right up in her, his thumb rubbing at her clit. She rolled up into his hand and heard herself start to come apart. She was wet enough that she could hear it, the small wet sound of his fingers going in and out of her.

"Not yet," she got out, and caught his wrist. "I'll not last if you keep on. I want it. I've wanted it four days."

"You'll have it." He drew his fingers slowly out of her, wet, and knelt up between her thighs. He took himself in his fist and ran the bare head of him up through her, once, twice, so she felt the whole naked heat of him against her, no rubber, no minding it. She'd taken him a good few times now and it was never not a stretch. But it was the bareness that stopped her breath tonight, the plain skin of him against the plain wet of her, nothing at all in between.

"Look at that," she said, low, to David, and turned her head to find him. He had his hand pressed flat over the front of his trousers and his jaw set hard and his eyes on the join of her and Sean and nowhere else. "Look at his cock, love. Nothing on it tonight. He's going to have me bare and you're going to watch him do it."

"I see it." His voice came out of him rough. "Go on. Let him."

Sean pushed into her.

He went in slow, feeding it to her, and she took him inch by bare inch with her mouth open and her hands fisted in the fresh sheet, the stretch of him going up into her slow and steady. Then he was seated all the way up in her, root deep. She could feel the whole live heat of him there with no barrier to it, right up against the deep of her where he'd never once been bare before. It changed everything. She'd have said she knew what he felt like, and she'd have been plainly wrong. This was another thing entirely. The naked drag of him when he drew back, wet and thick. The naked push when he came in, skin on skin, hard and bare the whole way. And the sound of it, his bare cock working steadily in and out of her wet, loud enough that David would hear it.

"There," she breathed. "God… just like that."

He set a slow pace and she took it, her knees fallen wide, and she watched his face and then turned to her husband's. David had come forward, elbows on his knees, working himself slowly through his trousers now, his eyes going from her face to where Sean's cock was sliding into her and back again. She wanted him to see all of it. She was going to give him all of it.

"His cock's bare in me," she told him, thickly, on the rock of Sean's hips. "Every bit of it, David. Bare, nothing on it, and he's going to cum right up inside me. I'm going to let him, and you're going to sit there and want it."

"You're going to let him do it bare." That out of him, low and wrecked, half to himself. He didn't take his hand off himself.

Sean got a steady rhythm into her, deep, his weight on his arms above her, and she came up to meet it, working her hips, taking each push deep. Her tits shook with every thrust of him and she made no move to still them. The wet of them was loud. That, and the slap of his hips coming into her, and the low broken sounds coming out of her that she wasn't holding back at all. She looked down the length of herself and watched his bare cock drag out of her wet and shining and push slowly back in. Bare to the hilt, every stroke of it. And she knew David was watching the very same thing over her shoulder.

"He's fucking me bare, love," she said to him, to David, thick and slow. "In our bed. And he's not going to stop till he's finished."

Then Sean dropped his head and took her mouth, and she gave it him gladly, kissing him deep with her husband three feet off. And she thought it then, clear and hot and past all shame — this is for David an' all, what he leaves in me. He's filling me for the pair of them. It went so hard through her that she clenched down on Sean and moaned into his mouth, and he grunted and drove into her the harder for it.

She got close fast. She always did on him and she was long past minding it.

"I'm going to come on him," she got out, to David, to the room. "God. On his bare cock⁠—"

She came apart hard, her heels pressed into the backs of Sean's thighs, a long broken noise she made no attempt to keep down, riding it out gripping him, wet and clenching, the two of them slick where they were joined. Sean stayed steady and worked her through it and did not slow.

"That's it," Sean said, low, above her. "There's a good girl."

She was still coming down off it when she felt him change. His rhythm shortened and went deeper and rougher, his hands hard on her hips now, and she knew exactly what was on him. This had always been the moment before. Every other time, some last cold sensible inch of her had reached up to put a hand to his chest and hold him off, or reached down and finished it herself, and hated the doing of it. She lay under him now with his bare cock working her open, and felt for the old wall out of pure habit, thin and pale and nearly nothing.

It wasn't there. Her hand went out for the frame of it and closed on air. She'd nothing left to say to herself about being good, and she didn't want to say it. She wanted to lie in her marriage bed and let a man empty himself right up inside her while her husband watched, and she wanted it more badly than she'd wanted anything in her life.

"Don't you dare stop," she said, and got her legs up round the backs of his and locked them tightly there. "Don't you pull out of me. You cum in me. Right up in my cunt, all of it. I want to feel you go off."

"Ruth—"

"In me." She had her hands on his arse now, pulling him roughly, done with holding a single thing off. "In me, in me, come on⁠—"

And he did.

She felt the whole of it. She felt him go rigid over her and drive in hard and jam himself there, deeper than he'd ever been, his cock swelling that last bit thicker in her. Then it started. The pulse of him, the live jolt of it kicking against her walls. She felt the first hot spurt of his cum go off right up at the deep of her, then another, then the thick slow pushes of the rest, his cock throbbing it out into her where nothing of his had ever been let go before.

Christ alive.

He groaned it out low against her neck, still going off in her, still emptying. She held him in with her heels and her hands and took every last throb of it, felt each one. She clenched down on him to have all of it, her mouth open and her eyes shut, a married woman letting another man cum right up inside her in her own bed. It was done. The last wall she'd owned had gone in a slow hot flood she could do nothing about now, and would not have stopped if she could.

She kept him in after. She clamped him there inside her with her legs while his cock softened, holding all of it up in her, because the second he drew out it would start to come away and she wasn't ready yet to lose a drop of it. She could feel it in her already, thick and warm and heavy, more of it than she'd have thought, sitting deep where he'd emptied it. She turned her head slowly on the pillow. David was stood now. He'd got up out of the chair without her hearing it, and he was near the foot of the bed with his hand still working slow on himself and a look on his face she'd never quite seen there before, and it wasn't only the want in it.

"It's done," she told him, soft and wrecked. "He's cum right up in me, love. Bare. He's filled me up, and it's still going in me… come and see what he's left in your wife."
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Sean drew out of her slow. She felt the thick wet slide of his cock coming out, and then the first warm push of what he'd left starting to leak after it, sliding down toward her arse, and she pressed her thighs together and tilted her hips to keep it up in her. He knelt back off the bed and reached for his clothes, easy, no more said than any Saturday, his cock still half-hard and shining wet with her. She lay there open and full and leaking and watched him dress with her heart still going.

"I'll see myself down," he said, to David, pulling the shirt on. He looked at Ruth once, and there was the warmth in it he never put in his voice. "Ruth."

"Thank you, Sean." Which was a mad thing to say and she meant it entirely.

He went. She heard him on the stairs, and the back door that he'd hung himself go and come to, and after a moment the van turning over heavily in the cold and pulling off up the road. Then the house went quiet around the two of them left in it. She lay in the middle of the bed in the low lamp, on her back, not tidied and not washed, exactly as he'd left her, another man's cum warm and heavy up inside her, and her husband stood over her taking in what had been done.

He didn't say anything for a moment. Then he put his knee on the bed.

"Let me see," he said.

She let her legs fall open for him. He looked a long moment, right at the wet swollen cunt of her, at the white of Sean slowly starting to slide out and down between her cheeks, and she watched him while he did and let him have the whole shameful sight of it, another man's cum leaking out of his wife on the sheets he'd changed for it. She'd half thought she might feel small, laid out like this, spilling another man for him to look at. She felt nothing of the sort. She felt wanted down to the bone.

"There's your wife," she said, low. "Just like you asked. I'm not washed and I'm not tidied and I'm full of his cum. Now you have me."

He got his clothes off then, quick and clumsy, not his careful self at all, and came down over her. She reached and got his cock in her hand, hard and already leaking at the tip, and set the head of him to her where she was slick and swollen and full of another man, and he pushed in.

He went in easy, no work to it, sliding straight up into the wet Sean had left. She felt it take him. The loose slick give of her, the mess of it closing round his cock, the no-friction ease of a cunt just fucked and filled by a bigger man. He'd known Sean had been there. He'd sat and watched every second of it. But she felt the knowing go properly through him at the feel of it now, at what he was sliding into. He shut his eyes and pushed his face hard into her throat and held himself still a second, buried in it, like a man getting his footing.

"That's his cum you're fucking me in," she said in his ear, past all shame now, greedy to say it. "Feel it, love. That's what he left up in me for you, a proper load of it, and you're sliding straight into it. You've got your wife wet with another man's spend, exactly like you wanted her. Go on. Put yours in there with his. Take what's yours."

"You're mine." He started to move in her, hard, his hands going up into her hair. "Look at you. Full of another man's cum in our own bed and still mine. More so like this than you ever were clean." He wasn't the office voice tonight, the level one he'd granted her the whole thing in. He'd gone rawer than she'd ever heard him. "That's what you are now. Mine to give and to have back after. I'll not be the one holding the gate, Ruth. I'll be the one you come home to full of them."

"Yes." She had her arms round him and her heels in him and she took it, all of it, the two of them working in the wet Sean had left. "God, yes. Yours. Give me your cum an' all, right in there with his. I want the pair of you spent up in me⁠—"

He fucked her through the last of it plainly and hard, how he did when he'd gone past choosing his words. His cock worked loud and wet in the mess Sean had left, some of it pushed out of her now and slick on the backs of her thighs. She was so far gone and so full that she went over a second time under him almost without warning, clenching down hard on his cock, her heels dug in, riding it out helplessly in the slide of the other man's cum. He drove deep to the root and finished right behind her, groaning into her neck. She felt his cock jerk and go off, his spend pumping up to join what Sean had already put there. She took every push of it, the same as she'd taken Sean, until he lay spent and heavy on her and the two of them were mixed up deep in her past any telling apart.

They lay folded together after, his weight half on her, her hand moving slowly on his damp back, the lamp still low. Neither of them said much. His breathing came down and evened out against her neck. The room was warm and wrecked and it smelt of everything that had happened in it, and it was her marriage bed, and she'd gladly let it be all of that. She looked hard at herself for it, lying there stroking her husband's back, waiting on the sorry to come the way it used to. It didn't come. There was only the warm full ache of her and a deep, settled ease.

David slept before she did. He always did after, dropping off heavy and quick like a man set down. She lay awake beside him in the dark once the lamp was off, her hand come to rest low on her own belly where it was still wet, still holding the cum the two of them had left up in her. A week. He'd meant the once, she knew that, the one Saturday, that had been the whole shape of the deal he'd drawn her at the kitchen table. She lay there in the dark and did the sum of a week without it and found she'd already started counting.

It was too long. That was the plain fact she carried down into sleep. A week was far too long, and she was going to want it again a good deal sooner than her husband was ready to give it.
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The chair from the landing was still at the foot of the bed, and neither of them had carried it back.

It had stood there since Saturday. It was Wednesday now. David had clocked it the first morning, in his socks doing his tie at the wardrobe mirror, the plain wooden chair sat square at the foot of the made bed and badly out of its place. He'd meant to move it before he went down. He'd left it. So had Ruth, who was in and out of that room a dozen times a day, who squared every cushion and put nothing down where it didn't live. The chair stayed exactly where he'd set it to watch from, and the room stayed a little short of being a bedroom, and the pair of them walked round it morning and night and said not one word about why it was there.

He knew why. He'd sat in it with his hands gone white on the arms while Sean pushed bare into his wife in the bed three feet off, and finished right up inside her, and left his cum there. She'd carried it about the whole of Sunday. He'd watched her go easy about her own house with another man's spend still up in her. At the sink. Over the committee books. Stood at the cooker doing the Sunday dinner, no more troubled by what was in her than by a good meal. That was the thing sitting wrong in him all week. He'd wanted the Saturday, and asked for it, and been glad of it when it came. It was the Sunday that wouldn't settle in him. It was how cheaply the Sunday had come to her.

"You've gone off somewhere," Ruth said.

She was across the kitchen with the iron going, doing his good shirt for the morning unasked, her hair up off her neck and the top button of her cardigan slipped against the warm of the room. She looked well. She'd looked well all week, settled and easy in herself, a colour up in her that hadn't been there a month back, and he could hardly take his eyes off the neck of her or feel plainly glad of it either. His want for her ran under everything all week, low and constant, and he'd have given a good deal to have it back the simple way.

"The Hartley file," he muttered. "It's nothing."

"It's always the Hartley file." She stood the iron on its heel and looked over at him, warm, and it had nothing to do with shirts. "Sit down and I'll make you a tea. You've had a face on you since you came in."

The house phone went on the wall before he could answer, and she crossed to it wiping a hand down her hip, and he watched her read the number and go quietly careful before she lifted it.

"Mum," she said, warm as anything. "No, you're grand, we're only just done. How are you keeping?"

He got the mugs down while she talked. He didn't mean to listen, and there was no not listening in a kitchen that size.

"She hasn't. Has she?" Ruth had the phone at her shoulder and was drying a plate she'd no need to dry, which was a thing her hands did when the rest of her was busy. "No, the flowers are sorted, I did them with Marjorie on Thursday. It's all in hand, honestly… I know you do. I know you do, Mum. It's only the hall's a bit upside down with the kitchen out, that's the all of it." A quiet second, and her face gave her mother nothing, went smooth and pleasant and shut. "There's no colour on me. It's the walk to and from the hall in the cold, that's your colour. You'd have one an' all."

She said her goodbyes gently and hung up and stood a moment with her hand still on the phone.

"She's a nose on her, my mother," she said lightly, not turning round. "Wants to know why I'm blooming in November like it's a mystery wants solving."

"And what did you tell her?"

"That it's the cold." She came back for the tea, easy again, and put her mouth briefly to his shoulder as she went by, and he stood there with the two mugs and thought about how well she'd done it. Smooth the whole way through. A year ago she couldn't have told her mother she'd burnt the toast without going pink to the ears. Now she stood in her own kitchen and handed the woman who'd raised her a clean smooth nothing. It cost her. He saw the small set of her mouth after, saw the price of it come and go in her. And he wanted her that minute, badly, standing there having lied so sweetly to her mother. He gave her the tea instead of his hands.
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Prentice had the dates by the Thursday.

He came round the front of his desk to hand the printout over and stood too close while David read it. Two nights up at the other branch, the week before Christmas, and then the bulk of the merger in the new year. But the two nights now, ahead of the rest, so David could get in among the old ledgers before the migration proper and know what he was walking into.

"Get the lie of it before we're all up to our necks," Prentice said. "You'll want a night or two alone with the old books and nobody breathing down your collar. There's not a soul else here reads them cold."

"The nineteenth and twentieth," David said.

"That's the pair. The Travelodge is booked, the firm carries it. Callum'll keep your desk warm." Prentice was already back round to his own chair, the thing settled the second David hadn't fought it. "Good man."

David went back to his own desk and sat with the two dates a while.

He was an accounts man. He could carry a long column in his head and know near the bottom of it whether it would come out clean. He set the client's return in front of him and totted the same run of figures three times over and got three different answers, because his head was on the two dates and not the paper at all. The first of them fell on a Thursday. The refit ran on clear through Christmas. Sean was up at that hall six days in seven now, the young lad with him, the place gutted and full of the man's tools and his van stood outside it dawn to dark. Two evenings David wouldn't be in the house. His wife down there both of them, with the urn on, being good, making herself useful, and no husband a hundred miles up the country in a room off a ring road able to grant or hold back a single thing that happened in her.

He wasn't even the question anymore. There it sat, plain, under the VAT. On the Saturday she'd asked him, and he'd made a proper ceremony of the yes, and they'd both been glad of the shape of it. But she'd no need of the shape. She'd have Sean's cock bare in her again inside the month. It made no odds whether her husband sat in a chair three feet off or lay off up the country in the dark. The one thing his being there had ever changed was that he got to watch her take it. Strip the watching off him and he'd be hard put to say what was left. It caught him low and hot, and he shifted at the desk against a stiffening he'd not asked for, the client's VAT gone to nothing in front of him. He'd lie awake in that strange bed and turn the same thing over, hard and alone with his hand on himself, while she slept back in their own with another man's cum still up inside her.

He got the return right in the end and had it clean for the client. That much still answered to him.
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He told her that night over the plates, and she took it as he'd known and dreaded she would, both at once.

"When?" she said.

"The nineteenth. Two nights, home on the Saturday. A course in the new year as well, and days here and there through the spring." He kept it to the plain bones of it. "It's the merger. I'm the one can read the old accounts cold, so I'm the one they send."

"Right before Christmas, then." She thought it over out loud, unhurried, her own reasons running plainly under it. "That's the week of the carol thing at the hall, so we'll be at it late anyway, doing the teas and the pies for after. Sean's there till all hours that week getting the heating in before the real cold comes." She laid the two facts side by side like they were only facts. "So I'll not be sat here fretting for you. I'll be run off my feet."

"You'll be at the hall."

"I'll be down there the whole while, aye." She looked up at him then, and there wasn't a scrap of hiding in it, and that was what took his breath. She let him see the whole of it plain in her face. "You know what that is. Don't make me lay it out at the table, David."

"I'm not making you say anything."

"You are. You've that look on you. You want me to tell you what I'll be at while you're up your ring road, so you can carry it off with you." She reached and took his hand where it lay by his plate, and turned it, and held it. "I'll tell you the once, the night before, and you can lie in your Travelodge with it. But you'll not have me feeling bad over it, and you'll not drive up there thinking I'll be pining after you. I won't. I'll be glad of the work, and gladder of the company, and I'll want you home on the Saturday. The whole lot at once. That's me now."

She said it plainly, not a boast in it and not a sorry, and it went in and lodged where the rest of the week already sat. He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles and the bare place where her ring wasn't, because it was in the dish, and had been in the dish since Saturday, and neither of them had put words to that either.

"My mother's after calling round," Ruth said, into the quiet.

"When."

"That week. She floated it on the phone just now. She'd have me think it's the good company she's short of while you're away." She got up and started clearing, a plate in each hand, easy as anything. "I told her she'd be very welcome, because what else does a body say. I'll head her off, love. I'll tell her I'm down the hall both the evenings and she'll not fancy sitting here on her own. She won't come. But she'll try it."

"And if she comes."

"She won't." Ruth ran the tap and said it over her shoulder, calm as the water, a woman who'd already worked the moves and would make them without a slip. "I've got very good at my mother lately. You've watched me do it."

He had watched her do it.
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The week ran itself down to it. He packed the case the night before he left, the small one up on the bed, and Ruth lay along the top of the covers on her side, her head propped on her hand, watching him quietly and offering nothing useful, which was a company of its own. The landing chair still stood at the end of the bed. Neither of them had shifted it all week, and neither shifted it now.

"Two shirts is plenty," she said. "It's two nights, love, not a month. You always overpack. You'd think you were off to sea."

"I like the choice," he muttered, and put the second shirt in regardless.

He was hard by the time he'd got his wash-bag squared into the corner. Plainly and stupidly hard, folding socks into a bag he'd sooner not fill. Because the bag meant the days gone, and the days gone meant the hall and the urn and the man with his tools all through them, and no David in the house to grant a thing or sit in a chair and watch. He kept his back to her a shade longer than the packing wanted. She knew. She'd read him longer than her mother had.

"Come here," she murmured, low along the bed, "and leave the bloody socks."

He turned round. She'd shifted onto her back, the lamp low and warm on her, one knee fallen open and the nightdress ridden up her thigh, her tits loose and heavy under the thin cotton and the dark of her nipples showing through it, and she looked at him plainly and let him look.

"You want to know so bad," she said. "Go on and picture it, then, lying up there in the dark. His cock in me bare on a night you can't get home for, and your wife glad of it, and you miles off knowing every inch of what he's doing." She said it slowly and easily and not the least bit ashamed. "And that's all you're getting till the night before. The rest of it, his cum in me and what I let him do to get it there… that's for the phone."

His cock jerked hard at that, at the plain flat way she'd laid it down, and she saw it move against his trousers and her mouth curled.

He stood the packed case on its end by the bedroom door, ready for the morning, so nothing would catch him out at seven. Then he stood a second and looked at it. The small dark case up against the frame, the days folded away inside it, ready to carry him out of his own house and leave it to her and the hall and the man in it. He wanted her badly and grieved the going of her both, and the two had stopped coming apart in him some while back, and he was done trying to prise them.

"David." She hadn't moved off the bed. "The case'll still be there in the morning. I won't."

He left the case by the door and went to her.
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David's text came in while she was seeing the last of the carol-night stragglers out into the cold, and she read it in the porch with her coat still done up. Made it. Travelodge's a shoebox off a roundabout. Don't be at that hall till all hours. x

She put a kiss back on it and nothing else. There was nothing more she'd want him reading in a lit room up the country. She stood a moment with the phone warm in her hand and the door swinging shut on the last of the voices. Cars pulled out onto the lane in ones and twos. Then it was only the two vans left on the gravel, hers and his, and the emptied hall cold and quiet at her back with the night's teas still to see to.

Sean was down the far end on his knees at the last radiator, a work-light stood on the floor throwing his shadow up the plaster. The kitchen was gutted either side of him. The old cupboards were out and skipped, and the new run of counter had gone in that afternoon, unsealed, a long pale stretch of it where the wall used to hold shelves. Half a job. The urn still worked, at least, and she went and started on the cups nobody had cleared.

"You'll not get that in tonight," she called down to him.

"I'll get it hung tonight. Bleeding the system's a tomorrow job." He didn't look round. He had the ease of a man left to a job he meant to finish in his own time. "Get off home if you're done in. I'll pull the door to after me."

"I'm not done in." She wasn't. She'd been on her feet since two and she wasn't tired in the least. She dried her hands slowly and looked at the back of him down the length of the cold hall, the width of his shoulders, the work-light making a hard yellow thing of him against all that dark. Her husband was away, and here she was with the doors not locked and this man on his knees at her radiators, and she'd already gone wet just standing there watching him work. She'd known it in the porch, with David's kiss still going out on the phone.

She carried a tea down to him, because that was a thing she could still call ordinary.

He took it and drank half and set it on the floor by the light. "You did well tonight. Two hundred mince pies and not a cross word."

"A hundred and eighty. Marjorie counted." She stood over him while he worked, her arms folded against the cold. "My mother nearly came down."

"Aye?" He fitted the bracket, unhurried.

"She floated it. This week, while David's away. She'd have me think it's the company she's after." She heard how level she'd kept it. "I put her off. Told her I'd be at the hall every night till gone eleven, and she'd not fancy sitting on in an empty house."

"And she'll not come."

"She'll not come." Though the doors weren't locked, and the lane ran right past, and anybody at all could put their headlights up that car park looking for a thing they'd left. She should have gone and turned the key. Instead the thought of it settled low and hot in her, and she stood there and let it work.

Sean got the radiator hung, sat back on his heels, and looked up at her. He'd read it on her plainly enough. He took the measure of her and said nothing and left her the quiet to say it in.

"You don't have to keep me company, Ruth," he said easily. "I'm grand on my own."

"I know you are." She set her cup down on the new counter, too loud in the empty hall. "That's not why I've stopped."

He held her look. Then he wiped his hands slowly on the cloth at his belt and got up off the floor, and the size of him came up into the work-light, and she stood her ground and let him come.
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She got her ring off first.

There was no dish for it here. She worked it off her finger like taking off a plaster, and the whole cold hall was a stranger to it, so she dropped it quietly into her coat pocket where the coat hung by the hatch. A small hard weight going down into wool. That was the ceremony tonight. Just her own hand doing it in the dark, her own pocket to keep it, and a strange cold thrill going straight down through her. A year back she'd have said the ring was worth nothing without him there to mean it to. Now she knew better. It was worth more done on her own, and hers alone to do.

"Turn round," she said, and he did, and she got her hands into his shirt.

She took her time, and then she didn't. She undid his belt herself and pulled his cock out into her hand, already thick and half-hard and filling, heavy and warm and getting heavier, and she stroked it slowly and felt her own cunt clench at the weight of him. She knew him bare now. She'd let herself want it, badly, and the wanting was worse than that first night had ever been. Back then she'd been half-appalled. Now she just wanted it, plainly and greedily, her husband away and no permission anywhere in the building.

"My husband's a hundred miles up the road," she said, low, working his cock in her fist. "He can't see this. Can't stop it. There's no one to ask." She felt him thicken at that, right in her hand. "I want you bare tonight, Sean. I want your cock in me raw and I want you to cum in me and I want to drive home with it dripping out of me."

"Bend me over that." She nodded at the new counter. "And don't be careful. Not tonight."

He turned her and put her over it.

The wood was cold under her cheek and her forearms, clean and unsealed and smelling of the cut of it. He dragged her skirt up and her tights and knickers down her thighs in two rough pulls she felt all the way up her spine. Then his hand was between her legs from behind, blunt fingers finding how wet she'd gone, soaked, dripping down her thigh already, and he made that low sound of his and she pushed her arse back onto his hand and swore roughly into the dark. She was bent over the parish's new top with her skirt round her waist and her bare arse up and her cunt open to the cold, in a hall she'd poured tea in since she was a girl. It was well past dressing up as helping, and she wanted it exactly as it was.

"Go on," she said. "I've stood next to you two hours getting wet watching you work. I want your cock in me. Now."

He ran the head of it through her wet, once, and she heard how slick she was on it, a soft catching sound in the quiet. Then he fed it into her slowly, filling her completely, and she took the whole thick length with her mouth open on the cold wood. The fill of him. The stretch never came easy and she never wanted it to. "That's the whole of you," she breathed. "Now fuck me proper." He seated himself deep, took her at her word, and stopped being gentle.

He got a fist in her hair against the top, and he fucked her properly, which she'd asked for and never quite dared ask before. He drove up into her so the edge of the wood pushed at her hips and she braced her arms to take it. It was rougher than he'd ever used her, rougher than David watching would ever have let it be. Some far corner of her knew it. David in the chair made a held, sacred thing of it, and here there was no chair and nobody to keep it decent. Just a man using her hard over the parish's new top because she'd told him to, and her arse going back to meet every drive.

The slap of him against her arse went loud through the empty hall, off the bare walls and the high windows and back, over and over, a filthy wet clap in a room that had never heard anything but hymns and small talk. She could hear the slick of herself on his cock with every stroke, obscene in all that quiet, and under it the urn ticking steadily and her own breath going ragged on the wood. She pushed back into it greedily and took him deeper and didn't care who heard.

He got a hand round and under her, found her clit with two blunt fingers, and worked it steadily and firmly while he fucked her. His grip left her hair and dragged up under her top to fill his fist with her tit, heavy and swinging with every drive of him, and he thumbed the stiff nipple rough. She came up onto her toes off the cold floor.

"That's it," she gasped into the wood. "Fuck me. Fuck me, get your cock right up me, all of it. Harder. Christ, David never fucks me like this, he's never once dared…"

And there it was, up through her clear and present while Sean drove into her: David in that grim little room, sat on the end of a Travelodge bed working out to the minute where she'd be and what she'd be at. Hard and alone with his hand on his cock, a whole county between him and it, powerless to grant a thing or hold it back. He wasn't here to say yes. She hadn't asked him. She was doing it anyway, right now, another man's cock in her and her husband off in the dark doing nothing but picturing it. And she'd never needed the yes at all. That was the filthiest part of the whole night. She reached back and laid a hand flat on Sean's thigh to feel the work of him going in and out of her, and swore at him quietly under her breath to keep going, don't stop, harder.

Headlights came across the high windows.

They swung in a long pale bar over the frosted glass above the hatch, across the far wall, and her whole body seized round him. A car, up off the lane, its beams coming into the car park. Sean went still inside her, one hand tight in her hair. For a second she saw the whole of it laid out: the unlocked door, the two vans, the committee wife bent over the parish top with the caretaker's cock up her while her husband was away, and her mother's face in the middle of it. Her heart came near out of her chest.

The beams swung on round. A three-point turn, somebody using the car park to right themselves, and the lights slid off the glass and away down the lane, and the dark came back, and the engine thinned out and was gone.

She let a breath out shakily. Sean's fist loosened in her hair. Whatever the fright was meant to do to her, what it did was clench her hard round his cock and drag a low broken noise out of her, because it had been that close, and she'd wanted it to keep going even with the light on the wall.

"Don't you dare pull out," she said thickly, pushing her arse back to keep him deep. "Finish it. Cum in me, right up in my cunt, all of it, and I'll drive home to my husband's bed with you dripping out of me. Do it. I mean it, Sean."

He got both hands on her hips and finished it. He drove deep and held himself there, buried, and she felt him go, the cock jerking thick inside her and the first hot pulse of it firing up into her where nobody was let leave a thing but her husband, and now this too. A man spending himself into her bare over the parish top with nobody's leave asked and none given. She held her hips still and greedy against him and felt every last throb empty into her, her forehead down on the cold wood, wrecked and full and not one degree sorry.
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He drew out of her slowly, and a warm slide of it came away with him and ran in a slow warm line down her leg, thick and unhurried. She stayed bent a moment longer than she needed, arse still up, feeling it leak out of her over the cold wood. Then she pushed up off the top and got her knickers and tights up over the mess of it, clamped it in, to hold what he'd left in her the whole way home.

"You'll want to seal that top before anyone stands a cup on it," she said, and heard her own voice come out steady, which was its own mad thing.

"I'll seal it tomorrow." Sean had himself away and his belt done and was reaching for the light, easy as any night's end. He looked at her once in the low of it. "You all right, Ruth?"

"I'm all right." She was better than all right and she wasn't going to say so. "Go on home. I'll lock up."

He went. She heard the door, and the van turning over heavily in the cold, and then she was on her own in the big dark hall with the urn ticking as it cooled. She got the ring back out of her coat pocket and looked at it in her palm and put it away again without wearing it. She turned the lock and the lights off and drove home through the empty lanes with him warm and heavy inside her and her husband's side of the house dark when she came to it.

The bed was cold on his side. That was the plain fact that got her. She'd done the biggest thing they'd ever done, and there was nobody in the chair, nobody to tell it to across the pillow, no David to lie against and confess it filthy into his neck and feel him go hard at the hearing. Only the dark house, and the phone charging on the sill, and him away in his shoebox, awake. She'd have put money on it. Awake and doing the sum.

She got undressed quickly and into the cold bed on her own side, and lay there a while. Then she reached for the phone.
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You awake, she sent.

The three dots came up before she'd set the phone down. Yes. Course I am.

I'm home. Just in. I didn't wash. She looked at that, then sent the rest before her nerve could catch her up. He's not long left me.

Nothing, a moment. Then: Tell me.

So she told him. She lay in the dark with the screen the only light in the room and gave him the whole of it, and it came easier than it ever came across a pillow. Easier than her own mouth would let it. The phone put a cool little distance in that let her be plainer than she could ever be to his face.

He stayed to hang the last radiator. Everyone gone. Just us and the doors not locked.

I bent over the new counter and told him not to be careful with me.

And I'm not even there.

You wanted to know so bad, up in your Travelodge. So know. He bent me over it and fucked me bare, his cock right up me, and I didn't ask you first. There was nobody to ask. I took my ring off myself and put it in my coat pocket because there's no dish there.

The dots came and went. Came and went. She could see him at it, reading and starting and stopping.

Did he finish in you, came at last.

Yes. Emptied himself right up in my cunt and I'm lying here with it still in me. I didn't wash it out. I wanted to keep it. And then, because she was past sorry and a long way past minding, because he'd driven up the country so this could happen where he couldn't watch it: I told him not to be careful, David. I made him fuck me rougher than you ever let it get, and I loved it, and the whole time I was thinking of you up there hard and on your own with no say in it. A car nearly caught us, headlights right across the windows with his cock still in me, and God help me I didn't want him to stop even then.

She sent it and lay with her heart going and watched the little word under it turn to Read.

The dots came up.

They went.

They came up again. He was typing. She could see him typing, up in a lit room with his hand on himself and his whole careful ceremony gone out from under him. Then they stopped. The screen held there, Read and nothing beneath it. She lay in the cold bed with the phone held up over her face, and waited to see what her husband would do now she'd gone and done the whole of it without him.
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He never answered the last one.

He read it in the dark of the Travelodge with his hand still slick on his own cock. He read it again in the morning over machine coffee that tasted of the cup, and a third time in the branch car park before he went in to the old ledgers, and every time he set his thumb to the screen and typed nothing. Two days of silence. Now he was twenty minutes off home with the motorway thinning into the lanes he knew, and he still had no earthly idea what to say to her.

He had me over it, bare, his cock right up me, and I didn't ask you first. He'd carried that line the whole way. Not the fact of it. He'd signed off worse than that at his own table and been glad. It was I didn't ask you first that sat on him, and under it, plainer, the one she'd sent after. There was nobody to ask. He built the whole thing so she only ever went when he said so. She'd gone and had it with him away and no way on earth to grant it, and she couldn't even hold it till the morning. She reached for the phone in the cold bed and told him because she wanted to. She'd been glad to. That was what he couldn't get past. Fuck. He'd gone hard at the wheel without meaning to, doing seventy past a dark garden centre with his cock filling out the seam of his work trousers like a lad's, and there was no arguing it down.

The lanes went black by four now. He came down the last of them slowly, headlights picking the hedges out white, and turned in at his own gate. The kitchen window burned yellow the same as every night of his life. The sight of the house going calmly on with its business while he sat at the wheel not fit to walk into it closed something in his throat.

[image: ]


She had the door open before he'd got the case out of the boot.

"You made rubbish time," she said warmly, holding it wide to the cold. "I'd you home an hour since. Get in, you're letting the heat out."

He came in past her with the road still in his legs. She took his coat off his arm to hang it neatly, easy as any Saturday, and the kitchen was warm and smelled faintly of a dinner patiently kept back for him. None of it helped. She had colour on her from the warm of the room, her sleeves shoved up her forearms, and she looked, God help him, well on it. Rested. A woman two days into a thing that had gone right for her. He'd half expected to find her changed in some way he could point to. Here she was exactly herself and easier in her skin than he'd left her, and that was the thing that turned in him.

She bent to the low oven, and his cock gave a dull throb against his flies, uninvited and stupid. Two nights back she had the caretaker bare inside her over the parish top and texted him every wet inch of it. How many times has she thought about it since, he wondered, stood at that cooker being good. Now she was warming his dinner with another man's cum two days gone out of her. Both of those women were his wife. He'd got hard over the one the whole way up the A-road and couldn't look straight at the other.

"Sit down," she said. "I'll heat you a plate."

"I'm not hungry yet."

"You've had nothing since a garage the far side of Cirencester, you must be starved." She had the plate half out of the oven. Then she straightened and read whatever was on his face, and set it quietly back on the top, and left it. "Or I'll not, then."

She stood at the cooker with a tea towel still in her hands and waited. She didn't rush to fill the quiet, which was worse than if she'd talked across it. He could not make the two of them come apart, the wife with the tea towel and the wife bent over the counter, and had stopped trying up around Oxford.

"You went quiet on me," she said gently. It wasn't an accusation. "I gave you all of it, every last word, and then there was nothing back. I lay half the night with the phone on the pillow."

"I didn't know what to put."

"You could have put one word." She folded the towel over the rail slowly, giving her hands the job. "Two days I've been thinking I'd done real damage. Wondering had I gone too far, telling it like that, when I could have softened it. But I'll not stand here and lie to you, David. I'd have him again tomorrow, and gladly."
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"Tell me, then," he said. "To my face. If you'd do it again, say it here."

He hadn't known the question was coming till it was out of him. She heard it for what it was. The colour climbed her neck, the flush that came up when she was about to be plainer than she meant to be. She came off the cooker, pulled a chair out across from him, and sat close, her knees near his, both forearms flat on the wood.

"He stayed to hang the last radiator," she said. "Everyone gone. The urn still warm. I'd every reason to go home and not one to stop, and I made a tea I didn't want so I'd a cause to stand next to him in a cold hall." She kept her eyes on him. "I got my ring off myself and dropped it in my coat pocket, because there's no dish at the hall and I wasn't driving home for one. Then I told him to bend me over the new top and not be careful. And he wasn't."

His mouth had gone dry. "Go on."

"He had me over the counter with my skirt round my waist and a fist in my hair, and I told him to fuck me properly, harder than you ever let it get, because you weren't there to keep it nice." She said it steadily, no boast and no sorry in it. "So he did. He fucked me over the parish top till the edge of it bruised my hips, and I loved every stroke. And a car came up the lane with its headlights sweeping right across the windows, and for a second I thought the whole thing was coming down on me, my mother, the lot. And God forgive me, I still didn't want him to pull out. I wanted him to keep on with the light on the wall."

He sat with his hands flat on the table and his heart going hard. She's telling it to my own face, he thought, the counter and the fist and his cock going up into her, and I'm sat in my kitchen stiff as a post over the worst of it, and there's not a thing in me can pretend I'm not. His cock ached badly against the seam. He shifted on the chair and she clocked it, and her mouth moved, not quite a smile.

"Did he finish in you?" he muttered.

"You know he did. I texted you every bit of that an' all."

"Say it here anyway."

"He came in me. Bare, right up in my cunt, the whole load of it, and I clamped him in after and drove home with it still warm inside me." She held his eyes. "Same as you had off me the Saturday before. Only there was no you in the chair this time. Nobody to say the word first. Just me deciding I'd have him, and having him."

"And you didn't need me there." It came out lower than he meant.

"No." She held quiet a second and watched what it did to him, and softened none of it. "I didn't. That's what you drove home carrying. That's what had you dumb on the phone two nights running." She turned her hand palm up on the table, an inch from his. "I did it, and I loved it, and I could not wait to tell you. You want to know did I ask leave first. I didn't. There was nobody to ask, and I'd have gone anyway. But the very first thing I did, before I'd even washed him off me, was reach across the cold bed for you in the dark. That part's yours. That doesn't go to Sean."

There it was, the thing he'd hauled up and down the country two days, sat naked on his own kitchen table in the warm. He'd made himself the door she went through. He'd made a ceremony of the yes and told himself the ceremony held her. It didn't. She'd go whether the door stood open or shut, and the only part still truly his was that she came back and wanted the telling of it.

"Then what am I for," he said, and hated how bare it came. "If you'll do it with me not in the county and not miss me in the doing, what's left that's mine."

"Ask me that upstairs," she said quietly. "Not at the table."
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She stood and took his hand off the wood, and he went up after her, hard and thick in his trousers, his blood so far up he could hear it in his ears.

The landing chair still stood at the foot of the bed. It had been there a week, the plain wooden thing he'd watched from with his hands gone white on the arms, and neither of them had carried it back. He took it by the top rail on the way past and shoved it roughly against the wall, the seat turned to face nothing. She watched him do it and said not a word. There would be no watching tonight. He'd done enough of that from the chair to last a man his whole life, and tonight he wasn't going to sit three feet off and be grateful for what got left in her.

"Come here," he said, and she came.

He dragged her top up over her head and she lifted her arms for him readily. Her tits came loose, big and heavy, and he had his mouth on them before the top was clear of her wrists, one then the other, mouthing them greedily, the nipples going up stiff and dark under his tongue while she got a hand in his hair and held him there. He backed her to the edge of the bed and got her skirt and knickers down off her hips together. He put his hand between her legs. She was already wet, slick to two fingers and hot, her clit stiff when he found it, and he swore softly against her tit at the feel of her.

"That's for you," she breathed above him. "For walking up those stairs behind you. That's not two nights ago, that's now. You daft man."

He got his belt open and his cock out, hard in his fist with the tip already slick, and she looked down and got her hand round it over his and worked it once, slowly. She dropped and put her mouth on the head of it, one long wet suck, her tongue under the ridge, and looked up the length of him doing it. Then she lay back onto the bed and opened her knees.

"On you go, then," she murmured. "I've been thinking about this cock since Cirencester an' all…"

He came over her, pushed her thighs wide with his own, and she reached down and set him at her, and he drove in deep in one stroke. She took all of him with her head going back into the pillow and a sound coming up out of her he felt in his teeth. "Oh, that's it," she gasped. "That's the one I married. Fuck me with it, David, properly, none of your careful." She was wet enough to take him hard from the off. Wet the way another man had left her wanting it, was the thought that went through him, and it only drove him harder. He took her hard, harder than he'd ever properly bothered before. The two days and every filthy thing her mouth had put in his head at the table all went down into it, and he pounded it into her steadily, one drive after the next, her tits jerking on her chest with each one. She got her knees up round his hips and her nails into his back and pushed up to meet every drive.

"Look at me," he said. "You look at me while I do this."

"I'm looking. I'm right here." Her eyes were wet and wide on his, her mouth open on every stroke. "God, David, like that. Just like that. Harder."

He got a hand up under her jaw, not gripping, only holding her face where he wanted it, her chin in the vee of his thumb. His other hand went down under her and filled itself with her arse, hauling her roughly up onto him so she took every drive at the angle he set. She was loud under him now, her tits shaking heavy with each stroke, his hips smacking flush against her arse and the bed knocking the wall, the breath jolting out of her each time he bottomed out. Two nights back this same cunt had another man's cock going in and out of it over a cold parish counter, he thought, hammering into her, her wet running down over his balls and the filthy noise the two of them were making loud in the still house. That's what she took off the caretaker with me gone, and I'm up her deeper than he ever got and it's my name she's saying while I do it. He got two fingers down onto her clit and worked it while he fucked her, her hips already grinding up to chase them.

"Fuck. There. Right there." She grabbed his wrist and held it hard down where she wanted it, dragging his two fingers tight against her clit while she ground her hips up onto them and his cock at once. "That's it, that's yours, all of it, that's your wife you've got spread under you. Nobody in the whole county's up me but you, and God, I can feel it." Her voice broke and came back rough and loud. "You feel me round your cock? That's me about to cum on it, that's me soaking you, don't you dare stop now, don't you dare…" and she went over it, clenching hard round him, her knees clamping his hips and her whole body drawing up off the bed, her nails dragging red lines down his back, his name broken into his neck. He fucked her right through it and out the far side, her cunt still fluttering and gripping on him, her wet running down over his balls, and she never stopped talking at him, breathlessly, filthy in his ear. "Now you. In me. Fill me up, love, I want to feel your cum go off up inside me."

"Say it," he said, wrecked, right at her ear, and drove up hard enough to shove a grunt out of her. "The thing at the table. Say whose you are with me up in you like this."

"Yours." She got both arms round him and held on, her hips still working slowly under him. "I'm yours. Not because you hold the gate. I don't need the gate, and you know it now. That's what had you grey in the face." She pulled back far enough to have his eyes. "You're not the one lets me out any more, love. You're the one I come home to. I'll go and do it all and drive back through the dark, and it's your bed I climb into and your name I put on the phone. That's what's yours. That's a good deal more than the gate ever was."

It went up through him and finished him. Jesus. He drove up to the root and held there and let go, emptying his cock into her in long hard pulses, his face down in her neck and his cum going up into her on top of the caretaker's two days gone, and every bit of him wanted it exactly this way, deeper than the other man had got and finished off with his own. "There it is," she breathed under him, working her hips slowly to milk the last of it out of him, holding him through it. "That's mine, that's what I came home for." Her hand lay flat and warm between his shoulders. For the first time since that cold car park two mornings back, the sum in his head came out clean.
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He lay half off her, his heart slowing, her fingers idle in the sweat at his nape. The chair sat against the wall facing bare plaster. The dinner was long ruined downstairs.

"There now," she said into the top of his head. "Was that so bad, having it out?"

"No."

"No." He heard the smile in it. She stretched under him, long and easy, and settled. He thought that was the end of it. It wasn't. She went quiet a moment, then spoke again in the same light, easy voice.

"Can I tell you a thing, and you not go grey on me again?"

"Go on."

"It's not always going to be Sean." She said it up at the dark ceiling, her hand still moving in his hair. "I don't mean tomorrow. I don't mean anyone in particular… It's only that I lay in that cold bed with him still leaking out of me, and I wasn't once thinking will David mind. I was thinking what else. That's the honest truth of me now, and you may as well have it while you've the good of the rest." Her hand went still. "You asked what's yours. I'm giving you the whole of it. Including the bit that's going to want more than the one man before we're through."

He lay in the warm with his own cum and Sean's ghost mixed up in her and her heart going steady under his ear. He'd driven a hundred miles home to take his place back in the bed, and he'd taken it, and it had cost him near enough all he had. And she was lying easy in his arm already telling him one man wouldn't be the end of it. Across the dark room the chair faced the wall where he'd shoved it. He lay there and wondered how long before he'd want it turned back round to face the bed.
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"You keep starting a sentence and then turning it into do I want a top-up." Dawn had her shoes off and her feet tucked under her on the good chair, the second bottle down to its last third on the cloth between them. "I've had two glasses and half of yours. Marlon's fetching me at ten, so you can stop feeding me wine and start feeding me the thing you've been sat on all night."

"I've not been sat on anything." Ruth turned her own glass slowly, a quarter-turn on the cloth, and kept her eyes down on it.

"Ruth." Dawn said the name the way she'd said it since they were girls, warm and flat and not to be got round. "I've known you thirty years. You asked me over on a Tuesday with the good glasses out, and you've had a face on you all evening like you're deciding something. I'll not go home till you've decided it. Are you poorly? Is it David?"

"It's not David. David's grand." That came too quickly, and she heard Dawn hear it. She'd asked her over on the first quiet Tuesday of the new year, the decorations down, meaning to. She'd got the second bottle up from the rack meaning to, and all night the meaning had sat in her chest and gone nowhere. Now here was Dawn holding the door open, and her mouth had gone dry the way it did before she said a thing she couldn't take back. "It's a thing I've never told a soul, and I'm going to tell you, because I'm worn out being the only one who knows it. Let me get it out and don't go daft on me."

Dawn set her glass down quietly. For once she didn't say anything, which was how Ruth knew she'd landed it.

"There's a man." She made herself look up. "It's not an affair. I've not gone behind David's back, it's near enough the opposite, and that's the part nobody would credit. David's the one wants it. He set it going. He likes to watch me with another man, and after, he has me himself, and it's the best of us we've had in years." Her face was warm now and the wine was no help at all. "It started this summer and it's still going. I've done more of it than I'd ever say to you sat here, and the mad thing, Dawn, the thing I can't get my own head round, is how much I love it."

She'd braced for the recoil, the hand at the mouth, Ruth, you never. It didn't come. Dawn sat very still with her feet under her, her eyes gone wide and bright, and her face lit up plain and eager instead.

"I knew there was something." Dawn said it slowly. "Since you went that colour over nothing at my table and told me you'd been to Retford. I never believed Retford." She let a breath go. "I had it down as an affair. I'd half a speech ready, about how I'd not judge you and I'd help you sort it out." Then, in spite of herself, she started to grin. "And you're telling me David wants it. David who won't let the bin men see him in his dressing gown."

"That David. Yes."

"He watches." The cheek had gone out of Dawn's voice; something quieter had come in under it. "You do it, and he sits there and watches you do it. And you like that."

"I like that best of all, if you want the truth." The flush climbed her neck as she said it, and lower down her own body warmed to the telling the way it always did, greedy even here, even to Dawn; under the table her thighs had pressed together without her asking them to. "There's some of it stays mine, I'll not give you the whole. But that's the shape of it, and it's real, and I've carried it on my own all this time. I'm glad to have said it to your face at last."

Dawn reached across and took her by the wrist, the hard warm grip of thirty years. "And is he good to you, the other one? Does he do you right?"

"He's a gentleman, if you can credit it." Ruth turned her hand over and held on. "Careful with me. It's David who's not careful, after." She heard how her own voice had dropped, and left it there, because the rest of that was too near the bone to hand over even now.

"The caretaker." Dawn watched her steadily. "It's Sean, isn't it? Sean on the hall."

Ruth said nothing to that, and the nothing was answer enough, and Dawn let it lie where a good friend lets a thing lie. She sat back and picked her glass up and drank, and when she came off it there was a wet brightness in her eye that owed nothing to the wine.

"Well. Here's me thinking my big news was Marlon's put his back out on the guttering." She laughed, and it caught, and she pressed the back of a hand to her mouth. "I'm not shocked, love, I want you to hear that plainly. I'm sat here half wishing I had the nerve. Marlon and me have been the same two people in the same bed the best part of fifteen years, and I love the man to death, and I could tell you Sunday to Friday what's coming of a Saturday night." She topped Ruth's glass up herself, and then her own. "Go on, then, since we're being wicked. Is he big? Bigger than what you're used to?"

"Dawn."

"What! I'm only asking what any woman would ask." She was delighted with herself. "Is he, though?"

"He is." Ruth murmured it into her wine, and her cunt gave a low pull at the plain fact of it out loud, at Sean's cock bare up inside her not a fortnight gone and David in the chair watching it happen. "He's a lot of man. That's all you're getting."

"You jammy article." Dawn breathed it with real feeling. "And David sits there and watches another man fuck you, and then has you after. I don't know whether to be scandalised or book myself in." She leaned in on a fresh thought, her eyes going sharp. "Here. The young one, then. Is he anything to do with it? The good-looking lad Karen keeps banging on about."

Ruth's hand went still on the stem. "Ryan."

"Ryan." Dawn tried the name and grinned round it. "Karen says he's a proper sight. Says half the flower rota's finding reasons to be down the hall of a morning." She caught something in Ruth's face and pounced on it, gleeful. "Oh. Oh, there's a story on that one an' all. Look at the state of you."

"There's no story." Too fast again. "He's a lad Sean's got on the tools, that's the whole of it. Cheeky. Forward with it."

"Forward how, though?"

"Just forward, Dawn." But the throb came up again, hot and immediate, low in her, the same one that had stood her nipples tight against the blouse over an urn a month back, a lad's flat hand laid warm on the small of her back like it cost him nothing. She could feel it now, sat at her own table with her oldest friend two feet off. "He doesn't know a scrap about any of it. To him I'm a married woman on the committee he fancies his chances with. And I let him get away with more than I should, and I couldn't rightly tell you why."

"I could tell you why." Dawn's grin had gone soft and knowing. "You've a taste for it now. Once a woman finds out she likes being wanted, God help the lot of us." She squeezed Ruth's wrist hard and let go. "You be careful of that one, mind. The man David knows about, that's the two of you at a thing together. A lad who doesn't know the rules is a different animal entirely."

"I know it," Ruth said, and she did, and it was the truest thing either of them had spoken about Ryan, and it sat in her cold and clear under all the warm wine.
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He was still there when she came out to lock up, three days on.

The refit was near done. The worst of it was behind them, the new counter sealed and drying, the heating in and ticking gently, only the snagging left and a skip of ripped-out units round the back that nobody had run to the tip. She'd stopped in of an afternoon to sort the crockery onto the fresh shelves. The winter dark came down over the car park while she worked. She carried the last box out, got up into her van, and it gave her a dead click under the key and no more than that.

Three times she tried it, click and the dash lights dropping, nothing turning over. Her breath went white in the cold cab and her hands ached on the wheel, and she knew it for the flat battery, and knew David was at the office till gone six. And she knew, before she'd properly let herself think it, that there was one other van on the gravel and a work-light still burning in the hall.

Ringing David to fetch her when he finished was the one option. The garage was another. She sat a moment in the dark and took neither, and got down, and went back in.

"She won't start on me," she called down the hall. "Battery, I think. I've likely left a light on. I do it every winter."

Ryan was coiling a lead round his forearm by the work-light, still in a t-shirt in all that cold. The muscle shifted in his arms as he wound it. A smear of caulk had dried white up one wrist. He looked up and the grin came easily, the one that always seemed sure the two of them were halfway into something already. "Course she won't, nothing starts in this. I'll have a look, but I'll tell you now, if she's flat she's flat. Jump leads won't touch a dead cell." He dropped the lead in his bag. "I'll run you home. You're up past the church, aren't you?"

"You don't have to do that."

"I know I don't." He was already lifting his coat off the trestle. "Get in the van, Ruth, it's Baltic out there. I'll not leave you stood in a car park half the night waiting on the AA." I'll not always be here to catch you, he'd told her once, and here he was catching her, and pleased as anything with himself for it.

His van was warm from the heater run all day, and it smelled of him, of sawdust and cold metal and the deodorant working up under it. When she climbed up into the passenger seat the whole cab sat close and dark and full of him in a way her own never was. He pulled out and turned down the lane the wrong way for anywhere, and she let it go by without a word. That was the first thing.

"So what'll you do, once we're off the hall," he said easily, one wrist draped over the wheel. "You'll not know yourself of a morning."

"I'll find things. There's always things." Her voice came out level, and she was glad of that much. "You've done a lovely job on it. The counter's beautiful."

"I do nice work." He grinned, sure of himself, and reached across her to knock the heater up a notch. His bare forearm passed warm an inch above her knees and came back slowly. "You're shivering. Here." And his hand landed flat on her leg, on the wool of her skirt, halfway up, warm and heavy, and it stayed there. He meant it to stay there.

She should have lifted it straight off. She knew the exact shape of the words, take your hand off me, Ryan, and she'd said harder things to cheekier men her whole life and got them out clean. Her hand stayed folded in her lap. She sat with his palm hot through the wool and her heart going hard. Low in her the want came up thick and heavy, wet through her knickers before his hand had even climbed, well ahead of her good sense. He pulled the van off the lane onto the gravel mouth of a field gate and left it idling in the dark. He turned to her. His hand slid another inch up her leg and his eyes went down her slowly.

"I've wanted my hands on you since November." He murmured it, low and close. "You've known it the whole while. Fit married woman, blushing pink over the teas, that arse in a pencil skirt. You're a bloody menace, you are." His thumb moved slowly on her thigh. "Tell me you've not thought about it an' all. Me and you…"

He'd have me right here. It went through her clear and present, sat in the warm dark with a young man's hand climbing her leg. He'd have her across the seats and never think twice on it, and her cunt clenched greedily at the picture of exactly that, a fit lad who wanted her rough and quick and now. He leaned in and kissed her. She let him, one hot open second of it, his mouth cold-tasting and sure of itself. She kissed him back before she'd decided to. His hand closed high and hard on the inside of her thigh, and she felt herself go loose and forward toward him, ravenous, ahead of herself entirely. She was soaking through her knickers, her clit swollen and aching against the seam of them.

Then it came up in her, plain and steadying under all the heat, that she didn't want it like this. Stolen in a cold van off a lad who knew nothing, cheap after and hers alone to carry. What she wanted was to bring it home in her two hands and lay it down for David, the wanting and the wanting-stopped both, and be given it back properly, the way she'd been given all the rest.

She got her ringed hand flat on his chest and pushed him off.

"No," she said. "No, Ryan. Stop."

He stopped. He didn't push it a breath past the word, which she'd be glad of after. He sat back into his own seat with his hands come up easy. The grin found its way back, rueful now and not stung at all.

"Right." He blew a breath out and scrubbed a hand back through his hair. "No harm asked. You can't blame a bloke, Ruth. You've had the eye on me since day one, don't tell me you've not…"

"I'll not tell you that." She got her breath back and took her hand off him, the ring gone cold on her finger, the plain gold band he'd kissed her right over and never once read for what it was. "It's not a no about you. It's just a no." She looked out at the black windscreen instead of at him, because the truth ran too near the whole of her life to say to his face. "Take me home, love. My road's the other way and you knew it. Go on."

"I knew it." He put the van in gear, easy as a man who'd chanced his arm and lost nothing, because he didn't know he'd been anywhere near a thing that could cost him. He turned the van round and drove her home properly, making light talk she barely took in, and pulled up outside her own dark house where the kitchen window wasn't lit because David wasn't back. "Get that battery seen to," he said cheerfully. "Cold like this'll finish it off."

"I will. Thank you for the lift, Ryan." She climbed down into the cold and shut the door on him. She stood on her own path with her arms wrapped round herself and watched his tail lights go off down the lane. Her whole body was still up and humming and unfinished, throbbing between her legs with the door shut on it.

She'd stopped it. She'd had a young man's mouth on hers and his hand up her leg in a field gate, gone for it as badly as she'd been for anything in months. She'd put her hand to his chest and said no. Not virtue. She knew that much. She let herself into the house, put the kitchen light on, and stood in it, waiting for the car.
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David was home by half six with the cold still on his coat.

She let him get his tea half down him before she started, sat across the table from him, because there was no leading up to a thing like this and she'd given up dressing the hard ones. "The van wouldn't start at the hall. Flat battery. I'll want the AA out to it in the morning."

"How'd you get home, then?" He said it easily, forking up his dinner, and then he looked at her, because he read her face now the way Dawn did, and set the fork down. "Ruth."

"Ryan ran me home. The lad." She held his eyes. "He pulled the van into a gateway on the way, and put his hand up my skirt, and kissed me, and I let him. For a good few seconds I let him do it. I kissed him back and I wanted him to go on." The colour climbed her husband's throat and his eyes went dark and level on her, and she gave him the rest before he could ask for it, because the rest was his. "He had his hand right up my thigh and I was soaking for him, David. Wet for a lad half my age who knows nothing about us. I wanted his cock in me, wanted him to fuck me right there over the seats. Then I put a hand flat to him and stopped it, and made him drive me home."

David sat very still. His dinner went cold at his elbow and he never once looked at it. "You stopped it," he said.

"I stopped it. This time." She let the two words stand, because they were true, and because she'd promised herself on that dark path she'd soften nothing more for him. "And I'll tell you what I found out in that van, and you can make of it what you please. I near had him, David. What stopped me was wanting it to be ours, given, rather than some grubby thing I took for myself in a lay-by off a lad who'd never know the good of it." Her voice had gone low and steady. "It's not only Sean now. I've said as much to you already. Today I had another man's mouth on me and I near went. One's not going to be enough for me, love. Not for much longer."

He reached across the cold plates and took her hand off the cloth, the ringed one, and turned it over slowly in his, and looked at the plain band a lad had kissed her over three hours since and never known to read. He didn't go grey on her, or wobble the way he had the Saturday she'd come home from the hall. Something steadier and slower went over him instead, worse for her breath than any of it, a man running a long sum in his head and finding, at the foot of it, that he was going to like the answer.

"Then it'll be ours," he said. "When it comes. I'll be the one hands you over, not some cocky sod in a van." His thumb moved once across her knuckles, over the ring. "You did right, coming home to me with it. You always come home."

"I always come home." She turned her fingers up into his and gripped them, and outside the dark went on being January. The want she'd carried in off the path was still running hot in her, unspent, only now it wasn't stolen and it wasn't hers alone to carry. There'd be a second man in it before they were through. She could feel that much already, sat at her own table with her husband's hand shut warm round hers.
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Sean had the back door off its hinges when Jean's little car turned in at the gate.

David saw it from the front room. The grey Corsa came nosing up the drive slowly and dead careful, the same as she drove everything, and for a second his whole body went still with the wrongness of the timing. His mother-in-law at the front. The caretaker at the back. His wife in the middle of the two of them in her good Sunday skirt with a joint in the oven. There was no reason on God's earth Jean shouldn't call at her girl's on a weekend. There was every reason she shouldn't do it today. Sean's van stood square on the drive, and the man himself was in the kitchen with his sleeves shoved up, planing the swell out of a door gone tight again in the wet.

"Your mother's here," he muttered, and heard Ruth stop dead at the sink.

She came to the front-room door drying her hands on the tea towel and looked out past him at the car. He watched her take it in and work it out in a second and a half. She didn't panic. She'd had no panic in her about any of it all winter, and there was none in her now. She set the towel down neatly over the chair-back. She crossed to the dresser and took her ring up out of the little dish where it had sat since Friday, and put it on, thumbing it snug to the knuckle. Then she smoothed the skirt down over her hips and pushed her hair back off her face. She went and opened the door to her mother with a warmth in her voice she might have saved all week to use.

"Mum. Well, this is a treat. I thought you'd your dinner over at Marjorie's."

"She's got her sister down." Jean came in on a cold gust, small and neat in her good coat, her sharp little eyes already going round the hall, quietly taking her census. "So I thought, I'll not stop in on my own with a chop, I'll chance my luck up here. There's always enough in your pot for one more." She had her cheek up for Ruth's kiss and got it. "Whose is the van?"

"That's Sean off the hall. He's seeing to the back door for us, it's swelled up something wicked with all this rain." Ruth said it easily, going ahead of her mother into the warm, hanging the coat, and David stood in the hall and marvelled at her, because there wasn't a tremor anywhere in it. "You'll know Sean. The caretaker. He's near done."

"I know Sean." Jean followed her through. "He did my guttering the spring before last and would never take a penny for it."

Sean was hanging the door back on its pins, easing it up onto the hinge with the flat of his hand, a big settled man filling the doorway with the cold coming in round him. He looked over when they came in and gave Jean a nod, wiping a curl of pale wood off his forearm.

"Mrs Ackroyd."

"Sean." Jean stood in the kitchen holding her handbag in front of her in both hands and looked at him, and looked at the door, and the whole room went tight and quiet and David couldn't breathe right in it. Nobody in it seemed to feel it but him. Sean swung the door gently to and fro on the new hinge, feeling for the fall of it, calm as you like. Not a month back, and David a hundred miles up the country, this same man had had his wife bent over the parish counter with a fist in her hair. Now here he stood in David's own kitchen easing a door true while the woman's own mother asked after his winter three feet off. Something pulled tight in David's chest, and lower down his cock had stirred and begun stiffening in his trousers, with no leave asked of him at all.

"That's her hanging right," Sean said, to Ruth, not to David. "She'll want taking down and a coat of oil on her come the summer, or the wet'll be back into her. I'll fetch the oil up when there's a dry day." He rolled his plane and his chisel away and tied the roll off. "I'll leave you to your dinner. Mrs Ackroyd." Another nod, nothing more, and he was gone out the back the road he'd come, pulling the mended door softly to behind him. A minute later the van coughed and backed off the drive.

"He's a quiet one, that," Jean murmured, watching the window where the van had been. "Always was. You'd not get three words out of him at a funeral tea." She turned back to the room. "Good with his hands, though. That's a lovely job he's made of it."

Good with his hands. David got the sherry down from the cupboard and thought, with a low sick pull, about exactly how good with his hands, about those same hands spreading his wife open on their own bed while David sat and watched, working her down onto him bare.

"He's been a godsend down the hall," Ruth said, and bent to the oven, the good smell rolling out into the kitchen. She leaned in, and David caught himself looking, at the exact spread of her the man now driving off had had his hands full of. "Sit yourself down, Mum, there's another twenty minutes wanted on the spuds. David, get your mother a sherry, she likes one on a Sunday."
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They ate at the kitchen table with the good cloth on, because it was Jean, and Ruth said grace for the three of them because her mother liked the sound of it in her mouth.

"For what we are about to receive," Ruth said, her head bowed and her hands folded on the cloth over the ring, "may the Lord make us truly thankful." Jean said amen, soft and pleased, and David said it after her. And something turned over low in him that had no business turning over at his own table with the gravy going round. His wife's voice doing the grace, meek and clean. The same voice that had told the caretaker, with her husband away and none of it his to allow, to fuck her harder than he ever let it get. Both of those women were sitting at this table saying amen to her mother. He'd gone half-hard against the seam of his good trousers, his cock giving a slow throb under the good cloth, before the shame of it had even caught him up. Stupid, and shameful, with Jean passing him the potatoes. He pulled in close to the table and thought grimly about the branch figures till it eased off.

Jean ate the way she did everything, neatly and with her eye out. She got through the weather, and the state of the lane, and the price the butcher was asking now. She praised the beef handsomely. Then she waited until Ruth was up refilling the water jug with her back half turned, and laid her knife and fork together, and came at it.

"You're well, then?" she said. "In yourself."

"I'm grand, Mum." Ruth brought the jug back. "Why wouldn't I be?"

"No reason. No reason at all." Jean turned her glass slowly by the stem and let the quiet do a little work. "It's only you've been a long way off with yourself these last months, and I can't put my finger to why, and it's the not knowing that gives a mother the fidgets. You're lit up like a lamp half your days and I couldn't tell you what's lit you." She said it kindly, which was harder to stand than temper. "A mother notices these things. You'd notice an' all, if you'd one left to do it."

"I've a lot on, that's the whole of it." Ruth kept her eyes on her plate and her voice level, and reached for the salt she didn't want. "The hall's had me the whole autumn. The refit, the carols, the teas after. You know what I'm like when I've a thing to run. I get, what was it Dad used to call it. Het up and happy."

"Het up and happy." Jean tried the words carefully, like she was feeling for a loose tooth. "Is it right at home, love? You and David." She flicked David the smallest glance and back, gentle as a hand laid on the arm. "You'll forgive an old woman. Only a woman doesn't come over all shiny like that over teas and trestle tables. I raised you. I know the difference between run off your feet and lit up from the inside, and it's the lit up I keep catching on you, and I'd sooner hear it plainly from your own mouth there's nothing wanting between you than lie awake wondering on it."

The kitchen went very quiet. David sat with his hand round his glass and made himself keep dead still, because whatever he let show on his face now, Jean would read it, and the one thing that could bring the whole business down was him. He looked at Ruth instead. He watched her set her fork down and turn to her mother, and he saw her decide, in the half-second before she spoke, to do it clean.

"There's nothing wanting at home, Mum." She said it straight into Jean's face, warm and even, holding her mother's eye steadily without a flinch, and reached across and covered the old woman's hand with her own ringed one on the cloth. "If you want the truth of it, David and me are better this last year than we've been the whole married length of us. I'll not go into it with my mother over the dinner, and you'd not thank me if I did. But you can put the lying awake away. Whatever shine you're catching, it's a happy one. It's ours, and it's nobody's business but the pair of us that made it."

She gave the hand a squeeze. "Now then. Are you for more beef, or are you saving yourself for the crumble? There's custard, and I'll not see it wasted."

It was so good it frightened him. Every word of it was true and none of it was, and she handed it over so warm and so level that Jean's face eased right out, and her shoulders came down from up near her ears without her ever knowing they'd been up there. A year back this woman had made her daughter go crimson over a fib about a day trip to Retford. Now the girl looked her flat in the eye and lied to her lovely and clean and the old woman ate it up. The mother took it and was comforted, and asked for a small bit more of the beef after all.

But David was watching Ruth and not her mother, and he saw plainly what it took out of her. He saw it go across her the moment Jean looked down to her plate, the smallest slackening, a breath let carefully out through her nose, a tiredness surfacing and quickly gone again before Jean could glance up. She'd made her mother a comfort of a thing that wasn't true, and it had taken a real toll on her to do it, and he was the only soul at that table who saw. She got up and saw to the crumble. Inside a minute she was laughing with Jean about the custard, the shine her mother had fretted over back up on her. And only he knew now what fed it, and what it took out of her to keep it burning under her own mother's nose.
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Jean stopped till the light was going, because the afternoon runs long for a woman on her own, and David sat the whole of it out with the tea going cold in the pot and the dark coming down at the window.

She got herself up to leave at last and buttoned the good coat in the hall, and she took Ruth's face in both her cold hands the way she'd done since Ruth was a little girl.

"You'd tell me," she said. "If ever it wasn't a happy shine. You'd come straight to your mother."

"I would, Mum. Course I would."

"I know you would." Jean patted her cheek and let her go, and picked up her bag, and then she said the thing that put the ice straight back down David's spine after he'd let himself believe it was over. "I'll start coming up more, I think. Midweek. You're on your own far too much with David away all hours over this merger of theirs, rattling round this house. It's not right, a woman left on her own that much. I'll make it a Tuesday. We'll do the church flowers together and I'll stop for my tea here after, save you eating on your own." She was pleased with the plan, settling it comfortably on herself the way she'd just buttoned the coat. "You'll not get shot of me as easy as that, my girl."

"That'd be lovely, Mum," Ruth said, and kissed her, and saw her out to the little grey car. She stood on the step with her arms wrapped round herself against the cold, watching her mother back out inch by careful inch. The horn pipped the once, and she was gone off down the lane.

Ruth came back in and shut the door and leaned on the back of it a moment with her eyes shut. Then she opened them and went past him into the kitchen and set the water running for the pots, and she banged them into the sink too brisk and too hard, one after another.

He came through and watched her wash up a while, her cuffs turned back off her wrists, her ring already off again and back in its dish the moment the car cleared the gate. She scrubbed the roasting tin a good deal harder than it wanted scrubbing.

"Every week, now," she said to the dark window, not turning round. "She'll come and do the flowers and want her tea, and she'll sit there of an evening while you're up the country, watching me, the same as she watched me all through that dinner. I'll manage her. I managed her today, didn't I?"

She stood the tin on the drainer and left her hands in the grey water.

"But I'll tell you what it is, David, and I've this minute got the true size of it. I lied to my own mother's face today, clean as you like, and I felt the good girl she raised go a bit further off me while I did it. And the mad thing, the thing I'd not say to a living soul but you, is I wasn't sorry. I sat there and watched her be comforted and thought, God, I've got good at this. And I was glad I'd got good at it." She pulled the plug and the water went down with a low suck. "That's not a nice thing to turn up in yourself over the Sunday dinner."

He crossed the kitchen and turned her round by the shoulders, wet hands and all, and here was the place a sensible man reeled the whole thing gently back in. Told Ruth her mother was onto them and they'd best cool it a good long while. Let the winter go by quiet. Keep the caretaker to the hall and the young lad well off her, be careful, go small. He'd have said it six months back. He'd have said it gladly and been relieved of a weight.

"Then we don't get careful," he said instead. "We get better at it."

She looked up at him.

"Your mother coming round shuts nothing down." He kept his voice low and even. "It means we're cleverer than we were. And you're already cleverer than any woman I ever met. I watched you prove it over the beef just now."

He got a hand up and pushed a damp strand of hair gently off her cheek.

"You told me at that table the other night one man wasn't going to be the end of you. That you lay in the cold with Sean still leaking out of you and weren't thinking would I mind. You were thinking what else." He put his thumb along her cheekbone. "So I'll not sit on my hands and wait to get handed the next of it after the fact, the way I got handed the last. If my wife's going to want another man's cock, then it's mine to pick him. Mine to give him you. Not some flash sod who pulls a van into a gateway. You take who I put in front of you, and you come home to me after with him still wet inside you, and I have you like that. Every time. That's the deal now."

Her breath had gone shallow. Her wet hands came up and got a fistful of the front of his shirt. His own cock had stiffened up hard against his flies while he said it, aching there, plain and stupid, while he stood in his own kitchen among the drying pots and told his wife he'd fetch her the next man himself.

"You mean it," she said.

"I've not meant a bloody thing more in my life." And he found that he had. The fright of the afternoon, Jean's antennae up, the ice down his back at the table, none of it had made him want to pull the door to. It had done the flat opposite. It had shown him plain that guarding the gate was finished. The only way left to keep the whole of her was to swing it wide himself. Wider than she'd yet had the nerve to ask, so that every last thing she reached for still came home through his own two hands in the end. He wasn't the one who let her out any more. He was the one who'd hand her the world and own her while she took it off other men.

"Then you'd best get on and find me one," she said softly. There was the shine, back up in her face and turned full on him now, greedy and warm and not one degree ashamed. Her thumb moved on his chest through the shirt. "Somebody new. Somebody you've picked, that I've never had, and you sat right there in the room this time while he fucks me. That's what I want, if you're asking. I'll not go quiet, David… not now I've the taste of it in me."

He reached past her to the dresser and lifted her ring up out of the dish, and he didn't hand it back. He set it down in the china himself and turned it slowly so the gold sat plain. The say-so had been hers the whole winter long, hers to slip the ring off and hers to put it on. It had come over into his own hand now, and he shut his fingers on it.

"Tuesdays your mother gets," he said. "The rest of it's ours. Go and put the kettle on. You and me have a man to sort out."
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The fire was banked up high and the curtains drawn. David had set the night, so it was David who poured the one bottle of stout Sean would take and stood it by his hand on the hearth. He'd carried the landing chair back up where it belonged that morning, out of the bedroom at last.

"There's tea in the pot as well, if you'd rather," he said.

"Beer's grand." Sean turned the bottle a quarter round on the tile and didn't drink from it. He sat easy in the good chair, a big settled man taking up the whole width of the seat. "Cold enough out there to skin you. I'll not stop long over the drink."

"No," David said. "You'll not."

Ruth came through from the kitchen with the tray and set it down. She poured nothing off it. None of them wanted tea and all three of them knew it, and the tray was only a thing her hands had wanted to carry into the room. She had the green dress on, the one that did up the front, and her hair was pinned up off her neck. She sat herself on the arm of the sofa, one foot to the floor, up in the light where a man could look at her. A year back she'd have waited to be told where to sit. She'd settled this before she came through.

David let her wait a moment. He could, now. The whole of the night ran out through him.

"Come here to me first," he told her. "Before he touches you."

She came. She crossed and stood between his knees, and he undid the top button of the dress himself, and then the next, slowly, with Sean three feet off watching his hands. He'd spent a whole marriage undoing this dress in the dark. Now he opened it down the front by the fire with another man's eyes on him, and it was him doing the opening, him setting the pace. He got it undone to her waist. Her tits were bare under it, heavy and full, the nipples already stiff before a hand had touched her.

"You did that on purpose," he said. "No bra."

"I did." Her breath had gone short already. "You said you wanted me easy to get at. I was only doing as I was told."

"You were doing what you wanted and calling it told." He pushed the dress off her shoulders and let it drop to her waist. He took a nipple in his mouth and sucked it slowly, and heard the catch in her throat. Then he sat back and looked at her, wet and shining. He put a flat hand between her shoulders and pushed her gently toward the chair. "Go on. Let him see the rest of it."

David sat back to watch his wife strip the last of it off in front of the caretaker. His cock had gone hard as a fist behind his flies. He left it there.

Sean stood up out of the good chair. He got her out of the dress carefully, big hands rolling it neatly down off her hips, and she stepped clear of it. Then he had her against him bare, her arms up round his neck, and kissed her slowly, and she went up on her toes into it. His hands came down and took the whole of her arse and lifted her against the front of him. She moaned into his mouth, low. She never made that sound getting into bed with David. She made it inside a minute for this one, every time.

Every time. There was the old turn of it in his gut. Under it now sat the newer thing. He'd rung this man up. He'd set the night and pointed him at his wife. The two of them stood bare together in his front room because he'd named a day and a time down a phone. He'd quit guarding the gate weeks back. He stood in the gateway now and waved them through himself, and the last cold inch of the jealousy had gone over into a plainer thing. A slow, steady pull. A man watching a thing he owned get used just how he liked it.

"On your knees first," David said. "Warm him up. I want to watch you do it."

She went down onto the rug in front of Sean without a word said. She took him in both hands, the length of him standing out of her grip, and looked up once at her husband in the chair. Then she put her mouth to him and took him in. David watched her lips stretch round another man's cock not three feet from his own chair. Her cheeks hollowed and a wet noise came out of it, and the fire threw its light up the side of her face while she worked. Her hand pumped the root of him where her mouth couldn't reach, and the spit ran down over her knuckles and off her wrist. Sean got a hand into her pinned hair and just held it lightly, not pushing, letting her have him at her own pace. She pulled off him once for a breath, a string of it hanging off her chin, and licked back up the underside of him and took him deep again till she gagged and held there and did it again.

"Good girl," David said, low. "Filthy with it."

She hummed round the length of him at that and worked him harder, faster, the suck of it wet and loud, and Sean's jaw tightened. But it was David she kept cutting her eyes to. She was doing it for him, down on the hearthrug with her tits swaying heavy under her and a mouthful of the caretaker.

"Enough. Up you get," David said, before the man could get near finishing. "On the sofa. I want your face while he's in you."

She got up. The shine was full on, greedy and openly unashamed, and she did as he said. Sean sat himself back and she climbed over him facing out, facing David, her back to his chest and her knees either side of his thighs. She reached down, took hold of him, and fed him up into her slowly. She sank slowly down on it with her mouth falling open. Her eyes went half shut, then found David across the room and stayed there.

There was no bracing in her for it any more. David clocked that plainly, sitting forward with his elbows on his knees. The first time, months back, she'd gone stiff and careful taking Sean. She'd made a small hurt sound at the size of him, her body braced against it the whole way down. Now she just opened and took the length of him in one long sink, and sat there stuffed full with a shudder running through her. Used to it. Made for it.

"There," she breathed. "God. There."

"How's that?" David said. "Tell me."

"You know how it is." She rolled her hips down and ground on him, and her tits swayed heavily with it. Sean's hands came round from behind and took them, thumbing the nipples. She arched into his hands and kept her eyes on her husband.

"I set it up so I could hear it," David said. "Is he all the way in you?"

"All the way. Right up to the root of him." Her breath hitched on the down-stroke. "His cock's bare up inside me, David, and I can feel every bit of it. I've stopped even flinching at it. I just open up and let him have me." She rode it and made the low sound again. "That's what you've made of me. I take another man's cock bare in our own front room and I don't even brace for it now."

That was the wound, and she'd handed it to him plain because he'd asked. It went into him warm and low and his cock jumped behind his flies. He got it out into his fist, the tip already slick, and worked it slowly. He watched Sean go up into his wife and drag out wet and go up again. Her whole weight sank onto it. The man under her held her by the tits and let her set the pace.

"Faster if you want it," David told her. "He'll not stop you."

She wanted it. She planted her feet on the floor and rode the man hard, bouncing on the length of him, her tits jumping loose with every drop, and the wet slap of them meeting came up under the crackle of the fire. Sean finally took her off her own leash. His hands came off her tits and gripped her round the hips. He set his heels and drove up to meet her coming down, harder now, and the sofa started knocking the wall behind them in time. She cried out and let him, her head going back on his shoulder and her mouth open, and David could hear the breath punched out of her on every drive.

"Turn her over," David said. "Over the arm."

Sean moved her like she weighed nothing. He turned her easily and bent her over the padded arm, her feet back on the floor and her arse up and open. He took hold of one cheek and spread her and put himself back in with one long shove that drove the breath from her. Then he used her hard. He gripped her by the hips and pulled her back onto every drive, and each one landed with a wet smack that David could hear plain over the fire. Sean dragged nearly all the way out, slick and shining with her, and shoved back up hard. Her tits swung heavy under her. Her fingers went white in the cushion.

David got up and came in close, himself in his hand, down where her face was. She was red and open and jolting with every drive of the man behind her. She looked up at him from down there, and there was nothing in her face but wanting more of it.

"Next one won't be Sean," David said down to her, low. He'd not planned to say it here. It came up in him hot, watching her take it. "Some fella you've never met. One I've picked, that you've never once laid eyes on. And I'll sit right there and watch him find out what my wife's like. That's coming. You want it."

"I want it." She got it out in pieces, jolted from her, her hand fisting in his shirt. "God, yes. Somebody new. Somebody you pick out and bring home and put in me while you sit and watch. And I want to be seen doing it, David. Somewhere I could get caught. Where a man walks in and finds me full of another one's cock and knows my husband set it up. I've thought about it that much it frightens me."

Sean drove into her and took the rest of it off her. She held on to David's shirt and let herself be fucked.

"You will be," he said. "I'll see to all of it. Whoever's next, and whoever's after him. You're mine the whole way down."

"I'm yours." She said it up at him with Sean's cock still working in her. "Whoever it is. Yours."

"Say when he's close," David said over her head. Sean gave a short nod, past talking now, his jaw set. He held her hard by the hips and drove into her a dozen more strokes, the sofa arm creaking under her, the fire loud in the quiet.

"Do it," Ruth got out, thick and low. "Cum in me. Right up inside. Fill me up and let him watch you do it."

Then he jammed himself to the root and stayed. A low grunt went out of him and his fingers dug into her arse. David watched the man empty himself bare up into his wife, watched the big frame lock and shudder and hold there. And he watched Ruth push back onto it and grind herself down on the last of it, her mouth open against the cushion, a long broken moan going out of her. She wanted every drop of it kept in.

His doing, all of it. His.

[image: ]


She stayed bent across the arm a moment after Sean drew out of her, wet and open and gaping round nothing now, because her legs weren't to be trusted yet. She could feel what he'd left starting to slide out of her, thick and warm, running down her thigh in a slow line. She reached back without looking and pressed a flat hand up against herself to hold it in. She wasn't ready to lose any of it.

Behind her, Sean dressed quietly. He made the neat, quick sounds of a man who never made a production of the after. He touched her once on the small of the back, warmly and briefly.

"You take care of yourself," he said. "The both of you. I'll see myself out the back."

"Night, Sean," David said from over at the hearth. "There's a frost coming. Mind the step."

Then the back door, and the van, and the two of them alone with the fire ticking. She was still bent over the arm with her hand between her legs. Her husband crossed to her. She turned her head and watched him come. He'd got the rest of his clothes off while she wasn't looking. He was hard still, harder than she'd felt him in years, his jaw set and his eyes gone dark on her. He'd handed her away an hour since. Now he was coming to take her back.

He didn't take her back to the seat. He got down onto the rug and pulled her off the arm and down against him, her spine to his chest, and sat her between his thighs in front of the fire. An hour since she'd ridden Sean exactly like this. She felt her husband line up under her, and she reached down and guided him up into where the other man had just been, into the slick wet mess of it, and sank back onto him easily, all the way down, with a moan. He went in on Sean's spend without any drag to it at all.

"Christ, you're…" His breath went out against her neck, and his hands came round and took her tits and worked them, thumbing the wet nipples where Sean had had them. "He's all over you. Dripping out of you. You're full of him."

"I know I am. It's what you wanted." She got her feet under her and started to move on him, riding him slow, and her hands went up over her shoulders to find the back of his head. "You wanted me full of another man's cum, and then you wanted to come and take me in it. So take me, love. Fuck me in his mess. I'm not going anywhere."

He put his mouth to her ear. "Feel that. That's him and me both in you now, mixed up together." He pushed up hard into her, and she felt the wet of it work out round him and slick down onto his balls. "Two men in my wife's pussy in one night, and look at you, still riding me for more."

"So do it." She was riding him steadily, greedily. "Bring me the next one, David. Let him fuck me while you watch, and then get down here and do this to me after."

"Every one of them." His fingers went down between her legs and worked her while she rode. "You'll take whoever I put in front of you, and you'll come home to me with him still leaking out of you, and I'll have you like this every time. Say it."

"Every time." She was close, her breath breaking up. "Yours every time. Fuck, David, I'm going to cum…"

She came on him then, hard, grinding herself down onto him with the fire hot on her front and his hand come up loose round her throat and Sean still leaking out of her round his cock. She rode it out on him and kept begging out loud the whole way through, for the stranger and the being seen and every bit of it, and she didn't care that Sean's van was barely out of the lane. She wanted it all said out plain while she came. David held her down onto him and let her wring it out, and a minute later he shoved up deep and stayed and finished inside her with a groan against her shoulder, his fingers hard on her hip.

She was carrying both of them in her now, mixed and warm, and she had never once in her life wanted anything as badly as she wanted the next one.

They stayed down on the rug a long while after. She lay back against him, his arm come round across her front. The two men were mixed in her now past any telling apart, and neither of them minded.

"I'd never have said it," she told the fire, when she had the breath back. "Any of that. What I want next. A year ago I'd have been ashamed to my bones only thinking it." She turned her cheek against him. "And just now I couldn't get it out fast enough. What does that make me?"

"Mine," he said, flat and sure, and she felt the last of the shame go over into the warm, greedy want, quicker than it ever used to go.

She lifted her left hand up and looked at it. She'd left the ring in the little dish since teatime, off her own finger, and her hand looked bare in the light of the fire with the gold gone off it. David saw her looking. He reached up to the dresser without getting up, felt about, and found it. He took her bare hand in his and slid the plain band carefully back onto her finger himself, thumbing it snug to the knuckle. A week since, she'd done that herself, arming for her mother. Tonight her husband did it for her with another man's cum still warm inside her, marking her his again with the same gold that said she was.

"There," he said. "Back on you. In the morning I'll start finding out who's next."

She looked at the ring, and then past it into the fire. The want was already up again and running forward. Past tonight, past Sean, out to a man she hadn't met and a room she might be seen in. She wasn't even ashamed of it any more.

She couldn't wait.
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