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Main Street

There are maybe four hundred trucks in this town and every one of us can name the owner of any of them from a quarter mile out, most times without looking up. You learn it the way you learn a language, which is to say you never sit down and decide to. The rattle in Renzo’s tailgate that he has been going to fix since the spring before last. The county water truck with the belt that screams on a cold start. My own diesel, which idles rough until it warms and which my wife once said sounds like a man clearing his throat before he says something he shouldn’t.

That is the whole town in one sentence, if you want it. We know each other’s trucks. We do not always say what we know.

The mill whistle goes at seven and the yard wakes up around it. I unlock the office at six forty, because I have unlocked the office at six forty since my father handed me the keys and told me the only thing he had left to teach me was that a man who opens late gets talked about. The sign over the loading bay carries our name in letters two feet high, the paint gone chalky on the north face where the weather comes from. Under it, four acres of stacked lumber going grey at the ends, the racks of galvanized fasteners, the roll-off bins, the forklift that Ignacio drives like he is annoyed at it. Past the fence the ground drops into scrub and then the tree line starts and does not stop for forty miles. One road out. An hour to anywhere that has a hospital or a movie or a person you have never met.

The yard smells the way it has smelled my whole life. Cut pine, which is sweet, and sawdust, which is dry and gets in the back of your throat, and the creosote off the treated stack, which is not sweet at all and which sits in the fabric of everything I own. My clothes carry it. My hair. The cab of my truck. Mara used to say she could tell what time I got home by how strong the yard was on the pillow. She has not said that in a while, but then she has not been awake when I get home in a while either, which is a different thing and one I try not to count.

I stand behind the counter. That is the job, mostly. Forty years my father stood where I stand and now I stand there, and every contractor in this county has an account in the book under my hand, and every one of them comes through that door in a season and asks me for what he needs to build a thing, and I sell it to him. Joist hangers. Half-inch ply. Deck screws by the pail. Six hundred linear feet of two-by-six for a deck out on the ridge road. I know what every man in this town is building before his own wife does, because he has to come to me for the material first.

I am forty-six years old. I own the yard, the building, the house on the east edge with the good porch, and two rental duplexes I do not talk about because talking about it is not done here. By the standard of this town I am a rich man. By the standard of this town I am also a man everybody is polite to in a particular way, and I have known for a long time what that way means and have never once said so out loud.

My wife married me for the money. She stayed for it too. She has never lied about either of those things, which is one of the few genuine kindnesses in it.

I love a woman who married me for the money and stayed for it too. In a town this size everybody knows it. I have spent two years pretending I am the only one who doesn’t.

Two years. That is the other number and it is the one that actually costs. Two years since I could touch her. It did not go all at once. It went the way a good machine goes, a hesitation you tell yourself is nothing, then a longer one, then the morning it will not turn over at all no matter what you do to it, and then a stretch of months where you keep trying because the trying is the only proof left that you are the man in the house, and then the night you both stop trying and neither of you says a word about stopping, and that silence closes over the whole thing like water.

The last time we tried I counted. I lay there afterward and counted to two hundred before I let myself turn over, because turning over any sooner would have been the same as saying it out loud. She was already asleep by sixty. I know because her breathing changes, always, at the moment she gives up. It goes deeper and loses the small held thing in it, the tension she carries even asleep when she is waiting to find out whether tonight is the night I try. I have been listening to that change ever since. There is nothing wrong with my heart or my blood pressure or my anything, is the thing. There is just me.

And a year and a half back there was a week she went to the coast with a friend of hers named Marisol. I saw Marisol in the market on the Wednesday of that week, standing at the peaches, four hours from any coast there is. She said hello and I said hello back and neither of us said one word about where she was supposed to be. Mara came home lit up in a way I had not seen in years, with a tan line I did not recognize and a story that had two edges that did not meet, and she did not work very hard at making them meet. I did not ask. She let me not ask. That was the arrangement we made without making it, and we have both kept it, and I have thought about that week roughly once a day since.

I love her. I want to be plain about that because everything after it depends on it. I have loved that woman since I was twenty-six years old and she was nineteen and came into this yard on somebody else’s errand and looked at the whole operation, the racks and the forklift and the sign with our name on it, and then looked at me, and I could see her doing arithmetic and did not care what the answer was as long as I got to be in the problem.

. . .

Wade comes in on a Thursday to settle his account, which he does the way he does everything, without being asked twice.

He parks the truck up by the bay instead of out front, because he is going to load. It is a white three-quarter ton with the ladder rack and the cap and a magnetic sign on the door that has been peeling at the corner since before anybody thought to mention it, and you can hear it coming from the highway turn. Everybody in this town can hear it coming. That truck has sat in more driveways than the mail carrier.

Renzo is at my counter arguing about a delivery window when Wade comes through, and Renzo turns and says, “There he is. You still doing Darlene’s kitchen?”

“Still doing it,” Wade says.

“Been what, four months?”

“Coming up on five.”

“Hell of a kitchen.”

“It’s a big kitchen,” Wade says, easy, and picks a pack of ledger screws off the endcap and turns it over to check the count, and Renzo laughs once, short, and looks at the floor, and I ring up Renzo’s order and nobody says anything else about it. That is a thing that happens here. There is a way people in this town talk about Wade that I have never once heard anybody finish. Last week Darlene herself was in buying paint and mentioned Wade was doing her kitchen, and when she said kitchen she put a weight on the first syllable like the word was a secret she was letting me in on, and then she looked at the counter and paid cash and left, and neither of us finished the sentence. Neither of us would have.

Now. If I am going to tell this right I have to describe him, because the whole thing hangs on it and because nobody who has not stood across a counter from Wade will believe me otherwise.

He is forty-four. He is not tall. He is thick through the middle in the way of a man who has done heavy work for twenty-five years and eaten like it and never once considered the question, with a real belly on him that pushes the front of his shirt out over the belt and hangs a little when he leans. Heavy through the chest and the shoulders under it, though, and heavy in the arms, forearms like fence posts with the hair on them gone bleached-blond from the sun down to the wrist where his watch line starts and the skin goes pale. Hair on his chest coming up out of the collar of the tee shirt. I am there already when I notice I am there, my eyes on that line of hair without having decided to put them there, and I take them off his chest and put them on his face and go on with the inventory. Sandy hair going grey at the sides, cut short and uneven, cut at home. A wide sun-worn face, deep lines at the eyes from squinting off a roof, a nose that got broken once a long time ago and set itself. Boots with the toe caps worn through the leather to the steel. A wedding band gone thin and dull on a thick finger, because Wade has been married to Janelle a good long while and Janelle runs the front office at the clinic and half this town would take her side in anything.

They live on our road. Not next door, but down the far end of it, past where the pavement gives out and the gravel starts, seven or eight houses and a bend away from my porch. Mara and I have driven past that house something like ten thousand times. I have waved at that mailbox. I have never once in my life had a thought about the man inside it. A thing can sit in plain sight on your own road for twenty years and never once get looked at.

He looks like nothing. That is the honest word. He looks like the guy who comes to fix your water heater, because he is the guy who comes to fix your water heater. He has a key to more houses in this town than I have been inside of. People leave him a key and go to work. That is how much this town trusts him, and the trust is real, and it is not misplaced in any way anybody could put a finger on, and it is also the joke, and the joke is not one anybody tells.

“Paul,” he says, and puts his hand out over the counter, and I shake it. His grip is not a demonstration. That is the thing about him. Most men who work with their hands will squeeze yours a little to tell you something. Wade just holds your hand for a second like he is glad to have it.

“Wade.”

“Come to square up.”

“You’re not even due till the first.”

“Rather not carry it,” he says, and takes out a folded check that he has already written, and slides it across. He smells like his work. Sweat that has dried and been sweated over again, sun on skin, the leather of the tool belt, sawdust that is not my sawdust because it is old and fine and full of somebody’s old plaster. It is not a bad smell. It is a smell with a day’s work in it, and I stand there in my clean shirt behind my clean counter and take his money and think about that for exactly one second and then put it away.

I pull his ticket. Four hundred and change, half of it two-by material and the rest cabinet ply. The printer chatters out the receipt and I fold it without looking at the line items. Cabinet ply, the ticket says, and I do not check what it is for. I put his check face-down in the drawer under my palm and I hand him the copy and I say the total out loud like a total.

“That’ll do it.”

“Appreciate you.”

The bell over the door goes and it is my wife.

She comes in out of the light with the sun behind her, and Ignacio out in the yard stops the forklift for no reason that has anything to do with the forklift. I have watched that happen since the day she first walked in here, and the fact that it still happens is either the best or the worst thing about my life depending on the day.

Mara is thirty-nine and she is slim the way a whip is slim, all length and no waste. Dark hair, near-black, with a red in it when the sun is behind her like it is now, cut blunt at the collarbone and always half of it pushed back off her face with the back of her wrist. A narrow face, high cheekbones, a wide mouth she does not paint most days. Small high breasts under a thin sleeveless top, no bra, which in this town is a whole sentence by itself. Sharp shoulders. Ribs you can nearly count when she reaches. A flat stomach and narrow hips and long legs in cutoffs, brown to the thigh, and bare feet in the kind of sandal that is basically a suggestion. There is a spray of sun freckles over her nose and the tops of her shoulders and a small white scar through one eyebrow from a fall off a horse when she was twelve. She is not a soft woman and she has never once tried to be. She is the reason the diner goes quiet for a second when she walks through it, and she has known that her whole life, and she has never once pretended not to know it.

She is also never still. Her foot goes when she sits. She rearranges the couch cushions while she is talking to you. She stands at a window and taps the frame. Twenty years and I have never once seen that woman come to rest.

“There’s my husband,” she says to the room, which is not the same as saying it to me, and comes down the counter, and then she sees Wade and her whole face changes.

That is the part.

Every man in this county is careful with Mara. They deflect. They get formal, or they get loud, or they look at me while they talk to her, which is the worst one and the most common one. Twenty years of watching men handle my wife like a hot pan.

Wade does not do any of that. Wade turns maybe a quarter of the way toward her, does not straighten up, does not step back, does not check to see where I am standing, and says, “Mara.”

“Wade.”

“You’re out early.”

“I’m out because it’s ninety in that house and Paul won’t get the unit looked at.”

“It’s a fifteen year old unit,” I say.

“It’s a dead unit.”

“I’ll come look at it,” Wade says.

“You’ll come look at it,” she repeats, and there is nothing in it, nothing you could write down and show a person, and my wife is standing there with her weight on one hip and her hand flat on my counter, and her voice, when she answers him, comes down about half a step and loses the little edge she puts on it for everybody else, the one I have heard her use on me at the dinner table.

They talk about the air handler. That is the entire content of it. He asks what it does when it kicks on, and she does an impression of the noise it makes, and he laughs at the impression, a low easy laugh, all the way out, not the polite one men give her. She laughs back. She is quicker with him than she is with me. Warmer. She gets to whatever she is saying without the little running start she takes with everybody else, and he takes the whole of her attention without seeming to have asked for any of it, and he never once looks over at me to check that this is all right.

He is not touching her. He is not standing improperly close. There is a good three feet of my own floor between them.

It is only that he is not being careful, and she is bright as a struck match in it, and I do not think there is a man alive who has ever stood next to her with that little effort.

Wade takes his copy of the ticket and folds it into his shirt pocket. “I’ll bring the gauges by Saturday,” he says. “Might just be the capacitor.”

“That’d be something,” Mara says.

“Paul.” He puts his hand out again, and I shake it again, and he goes, and through the window I watch him load his own material because he always loads his own material, the tailgate down, the two-by stock going up on the rack one armload at a time, and the belly and the grey in his hair and the boots, and then the truck starts up with that sound the whole town knows and goes out past the tree line and turns toward wherever it is going next.

Nobody in that yard saw what I just saw. I am certain of that. Renzo was already gone and Ignacio was on the forklift and there was nothing in it, nothing at all, three feet of daylight and a conversation about a capacitor.

I saw it, though. I have been paying closer attention to my wife than anyone alive for two decades, mostly for information I did not want.

An hour later the counter still smells like him. The work-sweat and the leather and the old plaster that had come off his body standing three feet from where I stand. I notice it the way you notice a noise that has been going ten minutes before you hear it. I am startled and then I am not.

. . .

I close out at six. The whistle is long done and the yard goes quiet in stages, the forklift first, then Ignacio’s little hatchback, then just the sodium light over the bay coming on before it is dark enough to need it.

I sit in my truck in my own lot with my hand on the key and I do not turn it.

Here is the thought. I am going to set it down the way it came, because it came whole and it came in about a second and a half and it has not left since.

If any man alive could, it is that one. And she would let him.

That is all of it. There was no argument attached and no picture attached, not then. Just those two lines, in my own voice, in my own head, sitting in my own truck outside the business with my name on it.

And something turns over low in me. The heat arrives before the thought is finished. A tightening deep in my belly, the blood moving through me like it remembers a route it has not taken in two years. My hands go wrong on the wheel, the grip too tight, the knuckles white. My ears go hot. I sit there in the lot with the sodium light coming on over the bay and I wait for it to pass, and it takes its time about passing, and under the waiting I am afraid and I am also something else, something I do not have a name for that is worse than afraid.

I have been a decent man my whole life. Not a good one necessarily. A decent one. I pay on time, I do not cheat the county on the tonnage, I have never once raised my voice to my wife, I go to the church social because it is expected and I put a bill in the plate. And I sit in that lot in the sodium light and understand, with a clarity I have not had about anything in years, that something in me just answered to a thing no decent man is supposed to be able to hear.

I start the truck. It clears its throat the way it does.

The house is dark at the front and lit at the back and there is nothing on the stove.

I find her in the bedroom, and she is dressing.

Not going anywhere. It is a Thursday and there is nowhere in this town to go on a Thursday. She has the closet open and the bed covered in what she has already taken off and she is standing in front of the long mirror in a black thing with thin straps, turning maybe fifteen degrees one way and fifteen the other, looking at herself with an expression I would call professional.

The fan turns. The window is up because the unit is dead and the evening comes in smelling like cut grass off the hayfield behind the school and the first of the damp, and under it, always, on me, the creosote and the pine.

“That’s nice,” I say.

“It’s old,” she says. She pulls the strap straight on her shoulder with one finger. “I’ve had this four years.”

“You look good in it.”

“Mm.”

She does not turn around. She looks at herself and her weight shifts to the other foot and shifts back, and one heel comes up off the floor and taps, twice, the way it always does, that small motor that has run under my wife her entire adult life and that I have never once in twenty years been able to switch off. Not with a house. Not with a truck bought new. Not with twenty years of showing up. I have given that woman everything a man in this county can put his hands on and she still stands in front of a mirror on a Thursday night with nowhere on God’s earth to go, dressing for nobody, tapping her heel.

“Wade’s coming Saturday,” she says to the mirror. “For the unit.”

“He said.”

“Good.” She reaches back and gathers her hair up off her neck for the air, and holds it there, and lets it go. “It’s too hot to sleep in here.”

“I know it.”

“I’m going to sleep on top of the sheet.”

“Okay,” I say.

I stand in the doorway of my own bedroom in a shirt that smells like the yard, with my keys still in my hand, and I look at my wife’s bare back in the mirror and I do the arithmetic I have been refusing to do for a year and a half, which is that she went to the coast once and came home lit up, and that she will do it again, and that the next one will not be a stranger four hours away, and that when it happens the way it is going to happen I will lose her out of this house and this town will watch me lose her over the course of about ten years of talk.

And underneath that, quieter, in the place where the thing turned over in the truck, a picture starts assembling itself without my help. The truck in the drive. The bedroom door standing open. And I stop it there, before it gets anywhere near her, and I stand in the doorway of my own bedroom holding my keys and do not let the rest of it come.

That is the lie I tell myself. That I did not let the rest of it come.

I go and shower the yard off me and lie down on top of the sheet on my side of the bed, and after a while she comes and lies down on hers, and the fan turns, and neither of us says anything at all, and out on the road somewhere across town a truck goes by with a sound I could pick out of a hundred.


The Math

He comes Saturday at nine, and I hear the truck turn off the road before I see it, the way everybody on this street hears it, and I stand in my own kitchen with a cup of coffee going lukewarm in my hand and listen to it come up my drive and stop.

That is the thing about a contractor’s truck. It can sit in any driveway in this county for six hours and mean nothing at all. A man’s truck outside your house is not a fact about your marriage, it is a fact about your water heater. There is no other vehicle in the world you can park in front of a woman’s house on a Saturday morning where not one person driving past will do arithmetic about it, and every man in this town knows that, and every woman does too, and nobody has ever once said it in a sentence.

And Wade is not even a man from across town. Wade is a neighbor. He lives down the same road I live on, which means his truck coming up this way on a Saturday is not worth lifting your head for and never has been, and the fact that it is turning into my drive instead of going on past to his own is a distinction exactly nobody out there is going to make.

It is going to be ninety-four today. It was ninety-one yesterday and the house has not been under eighty since Tuesday. We have slept two nights on top of the sheet with the fan going and the windows up, and the second night Mara got up around two and went and lay on the couch in the front room where the air moves better, and did not come back, and I lay there listening to the fan and did not go after her.

Wade knocks twice on the frame of the screen door and comes in the way people here come in, already standing in the kitchen by the time he finishes knocking.

“Paul.”

“Wade.”

“She’s not cooling at all?”

“She’s not doing anything at all.”

He nods and sets his gauge case on my counter, and I get out of his way in my own house, which is the first small thing and which I do not think anything of yet.

He is in a grey tee shirt gone thin at the shoulders and work pants and the boots with the steel showing through the toes, and he has that tool belt slung but not buckled, holding it in one hand. His forearms are already shining. It is nine in the morning and this man has been up since five doing something else.

“Where’s your unit.”

“Side of the house. Handler’s in the hall closet.”

“Let’s start outside,” he says. “Nine times out of ten it’s outside.”

Mara comes down the hall while he is saying it.

She has been up maybe fifteen minutes. Her hair is off her neck in a clip with half of it fallen out, and she is in a white cotton thing that goes to mid-thigh, sleeveless, thin enough that the light through the hall window behind her tells you everything there is to know, and she has not put on a bra because we have not had air conditioning since Tuesday and because she would not have anyway. Her feet are bare on the tile. There is a sheen along her collarbones already and a damp line down the front of her between her breasts, darkening the cotton, and my throat still does a thing after all this time.

“Tell me you can fix it,” she says.

“I can probably fix it.”

“Probably.”

“If it’s the capacitor I can fix it in eleven minutes. If it’s the compressor you’re buying a unit.”

“Paul’s buying a unit,” she says.

“Paul’s buying a unit,” Wade agrees, and goes out the side door.

She looks at me for the first time since she came down the hall. “There’s coffee?”

“There’s coffee.”

“Is it cold coffee.”

“It’s the coffee that’s here.”

She makes a small noise in her throat, unimpressed, and goes past me close enough that I get the smell of her, sleep and sweat and the coconut thing she puts on her legs, and out the window over the sink I watch Wade set his case down in the grass beside the condenser and go down onto one knee.

I do not have anywhere to be. That is the trouble with Saturdays.

Ignacio opens the yard at seven and closes at one and does not need me, and so I am here, in my kitchen, with my coffee, and there is a man on one knee in my side yard with the panel off my condenser and his hands inside it, and my wife has taken a glass of iced tea out to him without being asked.

I watch it through the window over the sink. I am not hiding. It is my kitchen.

The sun is already flat and white on that side of the house. Wade has his back to me, crouched, and the grey shirt is stuck to him now in a dark shape between the shoulder blades, and when he reaches deep into the housing the shirt rides and there is a band of him showing above the belt, sun-browned to the line and pale below it and covered in hair. He is a heavy man. He has a real belly on him and it hangs when he leans forward like that and I can see the whole shape of him, the thickness through the back and the arms, the mass. There is nothing trained about him. Nothing careful. He is just a large working animal in a shirt, forty-four years old and thick everywhere, and he is not the least bit conscious of any of it.

I am five foot ten and a hundred and seventy pounds and I have a soft place at my waist and a chest that has never once done anything, and I used to go to the gym in the next town over, twice a week, back when I thought that was a thing a man could fix with effort, and I do not look like that man and could not look like that man if I trained for a decade, because that is not something you buy.

Mara stands over him with her arms folded and the tea in her hand and one hip out, and says something I cannot hear, and he laughs, ha, low, one syllable, without turning around.

He takes the tea. He drinks half of it standing up, and I watch his throat go, and he hands it back and says something, and she laughs, and she does not go back inside.

She stays out there. In the sun. In that white thing, barefoot in the grass, with the sweat coming up on her, and she watches a man work on a machine, and my wife has never in her life stood still for eleven minutes to watch anything.

Except she is not still. Her foot is going in the grass. Of course it is.

He stands up to get something out of the case, and that is when I see it.

He stands up out of the crouch the way heavy men do, a hand on the knee, pushing off, and for a second before he turns he is square-on to the window with the light behind him and his work pants pulled tight from the crouch, and there is a shape down the inside of his left thigh that I look at for about a second and a half and then look away from, and then look back at.

It is not possible. That is the first thing I think. And right behind it: a fold in the fabric. He has been crouching and work pants have a thousand folds in them and the light is bad and a fold in heavy cotton can look like anything you are already thinking about when you are thinking about it.

He turns to reach into the case and the shape moves half a beat after he does. A fold does not lag. The pocket, then. The pocket pulled tight from the crouch, whatever he keeps in there. But the leg pocket is on his right and what I am looking at is on the left. A phone in the front pocket. A phone does not move like that, though. A phone moves when you move because it is in your pocket. This thing has its own heft. It settles after he settles, the way something attached and heavy settles, and no object in any pocket in this county does that.

I run the water in the sink and refill my coffee. The cup was already full. I am running the water for no reason except that I need to turn my back to the window and I need an errand to turn back to it on. I turn back.

And here is the part I have thought about every day since. Mara sees it too.

I am watching her while I am watching him, because I am always watching her, and I see her eyes go down and stop and stay there for exactly as long as mine did. And her arms come unfolded. And her weight comes off the out-hip and settles square onto both feet. And her chest goes up and holds, one breath she takes and does not let go of for a second or two, and the flush comes up out of the neck of that white cotton and goes over her collarbones and up her throat in a way she cannot do anything about and does not know is happening.

Then she looks away and says something about the tea, and folds her arms again, and the foot starts going.

But I saw it. I saw my wife’s whole body answer a man in my side yard at nine twenty on a Saturday morning, and neither of them said one word.

He gets it in eleven minutes, roughly. It is the capacitor. He shows it to her in his palm, a little silver can with a bulge in the top like a dented soup tin, and explains what it does, and she does not care what it does and listens to the whole explanation anyway.

The unit kicks on with a bang and then a hum and I feel the air come out of the register at my ankles for the first time in five days.

He comes back in through the side door bringing the heat with him, wiping his hands down the front of his pants. Up close, in my kitchen, the smell of him is very strong. Sweat that has dried and been sweated over twice, sun on skin, the leather of the belt, and under it something else, an animal warmth, a heat coming off the mass of him in a closed room. My kitchen smells like a working man and my kitchen has never smelled like that.

“Twelve dollar part,” he says. “I’ve got a box of them in the truck. Don’t worry about it.”

“Wade, come on.”

“Buy me a beer sometime.” He puts his hand out and I shake it, and again there is nothing in the grip, nothing to it, just a big dry hand holding mine for a second like he is glad to have it. “Change the filter every other month and she’ll go another five years.”

“Appreciate it.”

“Mara.” He says her name and nothing else, and picks up the case, and goes.

The truck starts in my drive and idles a second and backs out and turns down the road, and Ruthanne two doors up is watering her beds and does not look up, because there is nothing to look up at. A contractor’s truck came and fixed an air conditioner. That is the whole story and it is even true.

My wife stands in the middle of the kitchen with her arms crossed and her chest still blotched and does not go anywhere for a moment.

“It’s cold,” she says.

“It’s cold.”

“God.” She tips her head back and closes her eyes and lets the air off the ceiling register go over her throat, and stands like that, and I look at the wet line down the front of her dress and the way her nipples have come up hard under the cotton in the cold air, and she opens her eyes and catches me looking, and something crosses her face that is not unkindness and is so much worse than unkindness.

It is patience. It is the face of a woman waiting politely for a thing to be over.

“I’m going to shower,” she says, and touches my arm on the way past, two fingers, the way you touch a doorframe.

She is in there twenty minutes. I stand in my cold kitchen and listen to the pipes run and do not think about why my wife wants twenty minutes of hot water on a ninety-four degree morning after standing in the grass watching a man change a capacitor.

She is kind to me the rest of the afternoon, and the kindness is worse than the shower was. She makes lunch without being asked. She touches my shoulder going past the table. She asks me two questions about the yard and stays for both answers, which she has not done since the spring. I cannot enjoy one second of it. I know that woman and I know what puts her in that mood, and it has not been me in a long time.

. . .

I go into the yard that night because I cannot be in that house.

The office is up over the front of the building, one room with a window onto the loading bay, and it has my father’s desk in it and my father’s chair, which I have never replaced because there is nothing wrong with it. The lot lights come on and throw the shape of the racks all the way up the wall behind me. Out past the fence it is full dark and the tree line is just a place where the stars stop.

I do the accounts on the last Saturday. I have done the accounts on the last Saturday for twenty years. It is the only part of this business that is genuinely mine, the part my father never touched, the part that turned four acres and a sign into something that supports two people and two duplexes and a woman who does not work and never wanted to.

The book is open in front of me and Wade’s account is on the page in front of that.

He carries eleven hundred a month with me, give or take. He always pays early. He has never been thirty days out in nine years. Cabinet ply, deck material, PVC, roofing screws, half-inch drywall by the lift. I could take that page and read it like a map of this town. That is Darlene’s kitchen. That is the back porch on the ridge road. That is somebody’s bathroom on the north side. I sell that man the material for every job he takes, and every job he takes puts him inside a house on a weekday with the husband at work.

I sit there under the desk lamp with the ledger open and I start doing the other arithmetic, the one I have been carrying around unopened for a year and a half, and once I start I cannot stop and it takes about twenty minutes and it comes out clean.

Here it is.

She went away for a week a year and a half ago and came back with a tan line I did not know and a story with two ends that did not meet, and she did not try very hard to make them meet, and I did not ask. That already happened. That is not a fear. That is a fact with a date on it.

My mouth is dry. I have been sitting here an hour in an office with no air moving, the lamp hot on the desk, and the hair at my temples is damp and I do not remember it getting damp. I swallow and it does nothing and I do the next sum anyway.

It will happen again. Not maybe. A woman like that does not go back into a cupboard. She is thirty-nine and she has not been touched in two years by the only man with a right to and she is bored out of her mind in a town with one road out of it.

When it happens again it will not be four hours away with somebody nobody knows. It will be here, because here is where she lives, and it will be a secret, because that is the only way it can be done here, and secrets in this town have a half life of about six weeks. And then it is not a marriage anymore. Then it is a decade of talk. Then she is gone, and the house is quiet, and I am the man at the counter that everybody is polite to in that particular way for the rest of my life.

I can see the counter in five years. Ignacio brings me coffee from the diner in a foam cup and sets it on the mail and neither of us says anything about it. Nobody brings me coffee from home. Renzo still argues about delivery windows and never asks about her. The politeness is so thick I could lean on it, and I lean on it for years, and one day I forget what the inside of my own living room smells like because I only go into it to sleep. That is what the rest of it looks like if I do nothing, and I have been doing nothing for a year and a half.

I stand up and walk to the window. The tree line is a black wall past the fence and I look at it and do not see it and stay there a while with my hands on the sill. Then I go back and sit down and finish it.

So. What can be done.

I cannot fuck my wife. I want to put that down plainly and in the correct words because I have never once managed it. My cock does not work. It has not worked in two years. And even when it did, when I was thirty and it did every time, I was under five inches hard and I have known that number since I was nineteen years old and looked it up in a library book because I already suspected. That is the truth of it. She has had a small soft husband for a long time and now she has a small husband who cannot get hard at all, and there is no version of any evening between us that ends with that woman satisfied.

Nothing I can do changes any part of that paragraph. Not a doctor. Not a pill. Not loving her, which I do, which I have done relentlessly and expensively for twenty years and which has never once been the thing she needed.

So the choice is not whether she gets fucked by somebody else. That has already been decided, and it was not decided by me, and it was not even really decided by her.

The only thing left on the table is whether it happens in the dark or whether it happens in my house with my knowledge, and whether I lose her doing it.

Bring it into the open. Choose the man myself. Choose one who is married, who has as much to lose as I do, who is not going anywhere, who will not take her out of this town or put a mark on her or say a word about it to anybody, because whatever it is people in this town start saying about that man and do not finish, nobody has ever once finished it. Make it a thing that happens on a schedule in my own house. Keep her.

That is the plan. It takes twenty minutes to build and it is stupid and it is monstrous and I go through it four times looking for the place it falls apart and I cannot find the place.

And underneath the whole of it, under the strategy, something else comes up out of the floor of me and I do not recognize it at first because I have not felt it in so long.

Relief. It lands between my shoulders first, a loosening, the big muscle across the top of my back giving up a clench I had forgotten was there. Not clever. Not complicated. Just this: I would not have to keep pretending anymore.

Two years of the small performance in the hall at bedtime. Two years of the hand on her hip that we both know is not going anywhere and that we both let sit there for a respectable count. Two years of lying in the dark braced, listening to her breathing, waiting to find out whether tonight is a night I am going to have to be a man for her and then find out again that I cannot. Two years of a house where the thing nobody says out loud is standing in every room.

I have got everything I ever wanted. I have the yard and the name on the sign and the money and the house and I have Mara, who I love, and there is exactly one thing on the list I cannot do, and it is the only one that counts, and somebody else could just do it.

We could all just have it this way.

And that is the moment my cock gets hard.

Sitting at my father’s desk with a ledger open and a pen in my hand, doing sums on handing my wife to another man, I feel the blood go into me for the first time in two years. Not half. Not the useless morning thing that has nothing behind it. All the way, hot and thick and immediate, so fast it is almost sickening, my whole face going hot with it, pressing up hard into the seam of my work pants under the desk. My balls pull up tight. There is a pulse in it I can feel against the seam. My hands are shaking on the ledger.

I am hard for the first time in two years and it is because I am sitting here doing the arithmetic on handing my wife to another man. I should be sick. I keep not being sick.

I put the pen down. I do not move at all. I have the idea that if I shift in the chair it will notice me and go.

Then I try something, and I find out a thing about myself I have not been able to give back since.

I try to make it mine. I put my hand down over myself through the fabric and I close my eyes and I try to take it somewhere useful, to us, to her and me, to a version of tonight where I go home and I am the one. The bedroom. The lamp, low. Mara turning. Her hand on my chest. Me able, finally able, my body doing the one thing a body is supposed to do. My hand tightens under the desk and I am still hard, still hard while I am painting her into the picture, while I am slotting her into the frame where a wife belongs. For maybe five seconds I am hard and I am thinking about my wife and both things are true at once, and I think: I can do this. I can pull it back to her. I can make it mine.

Then it starts to go.

The first thing is a slackness in the root of it, a looseness where the hardness had been, one finger of the grip letting up. I feel it dropping before I feel it gone, and I push my hand down harder through the fabric, gripping at it, as though pressure is going to make one bit of difference. My hand is pressing. The picture in my head is holding. Mara is right there, her face, her body, the real her, the woman I have loved for twenty years, and none of it does anything. The blood goes out of me in a long drain I feel every inch of, a retreat, the thing that was solid going slack and then soft and then nothing. I keep my hand there. I keep my eyes closed. I give it a count of ten and then a count of twenty and I am still pressing on nothing at all, soft in my own palm, in an empty office over a lumberyard, and my cock has not been this quiet since the first night it failed me.

I pull my hand off myself and lay it flat on the desk.

The test is over. I took it without deciding to take it, and I have the answer, and I am going to have the answer for the rest of my life.

So I let go of that, and I let my mind go back to the other thing, back to the honest thing, back to the plan on the page.

Wade’s truck in my drive on a Saturday morning where the whole street can see it and nobody can say a word about it. My wife’s chest going up and holding, one breath she takes and cannot let go of. The shape down the inside of his thigh. The eleven minutes she stood in the grass. Him coming in through my side door with the heat and the smell of him on him, saying her name, just her name, nothing after it.

And I go hard again immediately. Immediately, and harder than the first time, and I sit in my father’s chair with my whole body ringing and I understand something about myself that I am not going to be able to un-understand.

My body will not come up for me. It comes up for that.

I sit there a long time. The lot light hums. Out in the dark past the fence something moves in the scrub and stops.

On the back of the chair in the corner is the sweater Mara left here last winter and never took home. It has been draped there since the cold weather and I have not moved it. It still smells faintly of her, the coconut lotion, the particular clean of her skin. I am deciding the rest of her life with her sweater six feet away.

I take out my phone and find him.

I have had his number for nine years. It is in there twice, actually, once from the gym in the next town over where we used to end up on the same evenings for a while, back when I still believed the gym was going to fix something, and once from the yard when he set up the account. Nine years. It has been sitting in my pocket every day of that.

I put my thumb over the call and I do not press it.

Not because I am unsure. That is the part I want to be honest about, sitting up there in that office at eleven at night with the ledger still open and my pants still uncomfortable. I am not unsure. The decision got made somewhere around the second time I went hard and I have just been catching up to it since.

It is only that once I say it out loud to that man, it is said, and there is no morning after that where I get to be a person who never said it.

And I already know what he will say. That is the other thing, the thing that is going to give me the nerve when I finally do it, and I turn it over one more time before I put the phone down. I know what he will say because I stood in my kitchen and watched him with her. I saw the way he did not get careful around my wife the way every other man in this county gets careful around my wife. I saw her come alive in it. Whatever that is between those two, it is already there, it has been there a while, and I am the only person on God’s earth who has noticed.

That is my one card. I am the only one who saw it, and I am, for the first time in a long while, a man with an advantage. I have spotted something nobody else in this county has spotted. I have information, and in this town information is the only currency that spends faster than money, and I am holding it, and what I do with it is mine to decide. It is a small, secret, warm thing, a kept husband’s pride, and I mean to carry it into that call and lay it down first.

I close the ledger on Wade’s account and turn off the lamp and sit in the dark in my father’s chair for a while longer, and then I go home to my wife and lie down on my side of the cold bed and do not touch her.


What the Whole Town Already Knew

I call him on the Tuesday and it takes nine seconds and I have rehearsed it for four days.

“Paul.” He picks up on the second ring, in the truck by the sound of it, the window down and the road going by underneath him.

“You still going up to the gym Thursdays?”

“Every Thursday there is.”

“I might come up.”

“Come up,” he says. There is no pause in it anywhere. He does not ask why a man who has not been in that building in two years is coming Thursday. “Six thirty. I’m usually done by half seven.”

“All right.”

“See you then, Paul,” he says, and he is gone, and I sit in the office over the yard with the phone in my hand and my heart going like I have run somewhere.

That is the whole call. Nine seconds. I had a version of it in my head that took four minutes and had a place in it where I would say I want to talk to you about something and a place where he would say about what and a place where I would say not on the phone, and none of that happened, and I sit there and understand that I have just used up four days of nerve on a conversation that was over before it started.

I do not tell Mara where I am going. She does not ask. It is Thursday and I put a bag in the truck and she is on the porch with her feet up on the rail and she says have fun, in the voice she uses for things she has no opinion about, and I drive twenty-five minutes on the one road out with the windows down and the fields going by and I rehearse the rest of it the whole way.

I have it in points. That is what two years of hiding from a thing does to a man. I have actual points, in order, the way I would lay out a bid.

One, I know what I am about to say and I am not drunk and I am not out of my mind.

Two, my wife has not been touched in two years and it is my fault and not hers.

Three, she strayed once already and I know it and she knows I know it, and she will stray again, and the next one will end my marriage.

Four, and this is the part I am proudest of, the part I have been carrying around in my chest since I sat in my own lot in the sodium light: I have seen the way she is with you. I have watched every man in this county handle my wife like a hot pan for twenty years and you are the only one who does not, and she goes bright when you do it, and I do not think anybody else on God’s earth has noticed.

Five, so I am asking you, because of that, because there is something already there.

I run through it four times on the drive up and by the last time I have the wording right and the order right and I feel almost good. I have my numbers cold. I have walked into worse meetings than this with a good deal less.

I am going to get through about eleven words of it.

. . .

The gym is a cinderblock box on the highway strip at the edge of the next town, between a tire place and a unit that used to be a video store, and it smells the way it has always smelled: rubber matting, iron, chalk, old sweat cooked into the vinyl of the benches, and under it the sharp chlorine ghost of the little pool in back that nobody swims in. There are maybe nine people in the building. Two kids on the benches taking turns and talking about a transmission. A woman on the treadmill with headphones. An old man doing something slow with a cable.

Wade is in the corner by the rack with a bar loaded up, and he is exactly what you would expect and nothing you would expect.

He is not a gym body. That is the first thing. He has a belly and he has always had a belly and he does nothing about it, and the shirt he is wearing is the same kind of thin grey tee he wears to work, and there is nothing about the way he stands that is arranged for anybody. But he picks up that bar and puts it back down twelve times and his face does not change, and I stand there in the doorway in a shirt I bought two years ago for this exact building and I remember that this man has been coming here twice a week since he was twenty and has never once mentioned it to anybody.

“Paul.” He sets the bar in the rack, kuh, the plates ringing, and puts his hand out. His palm is wet and he wipes it down his shorts first, which is a courtesy, and then shakes.

“Wade.”

“Two years.”

“About that.”

“You want a spot?”

I say yes, because I do not know how to say no to the question, and for the next forty minutes I lift like an idiot next to a man who is not showing off and is quietly moving twice what I am, and we talk about the price of framing lumber and the county’s new setback rule and a truck he is thinking about, and I do not say one word of my five points. Not one. Every time I get near it the kids laugh at something two benches over and it goes out of me.

At ten past seven he puts his towel over his shoulder and says he is going to shower, and I follow him back because it is that or drive home.

The locker room is empty. Concrete floor with a drain in the middle, two rows of dented lockers, a bench bolted down between them, fluorescent tube overhead with a flicker in one end. Somebody’s radio is on low out at the desk. The air in here is warm and wet and smells of chlorine and mildew and the pink soap from the wall dispensers.

He sits down on the bench across from me to get his shoes off and I open my locker and I look into it and I say it.

“I need to ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

I do not get to point one. I go straight to point four, because point four is the only one I actually believe.

“I’ve seen how you are with her.” My voice comes out wrong, too flat, the way it goes when I am reading a number I do not want to read. “With Mara. At the counter, at the house. You don’t do the thing every other man in this county does around her. And she’s different when you’re standing there. I’ve watched her for twenty years and she’s different.” I am still looking into the locker. “I want to ask you to be with my wife.”

There. Eleven words at the end of it that I have not been able to make my mouth do for four days.

The room does not change. The radio keeps going out front. The tube flickers.

“All right,” Wade says.

I turn around.

He has one shoe off and he is working the other one, bent forward with his forearms on his knees, and there is nothing on his face at all. He looks at me exactly the way he looked at me across my own counter the day I told him the deck screws were back-ordered.

“All right?”

“Sure.” The second shoe comes off. He sets it under the bench next to the first one, square, the way he does everything. “You want to tell me the rest of it or you want to just leave it there?”

“The rest of it?”

“You’ve got a reason,” he says. “Men generally do. You don’t have to give it to me. Doesn’t change my answer.”

And that is the moment my four days of nerve turn into nothing in my hands.

I sit down on the bench because my legs want it. “Two years,” I say. “I can’t. There’s nothing wrong with me anywhere a doctor can find. It’s just gone. And she went off on that trip a while back and I never asked her about it and I’m not going to, and she’ll do it again, and if she does it again quiet, in this town, I lose her. So I’d rather it was open. I’d rather it was somebody I picked.”

Wade nods slowly, taking all of it in and not hurrying about it.

“That’s sensible,” he says.

“Is it.”

“More sensible than most.” He pulls his shirt off over the back of his neck, one hand, the way men do, and drops it in his bag. “You want to know what I think, I’ll tell you. I don’t think you’re doing a bad thing. I think you’ve been carrying a thing by yourself for two years that wasn’t yours to carry alone, and you’ve finally set it down, and you’re going to sleep better this week than you have in a long while. And your wife is going to be a whole lot easier to live with.”

He says it kindly. That is the part. He says it the way you would tell a man his transmission is going and here is what it will cost, sorry, but better to know.

“There’s one thing you’ve got wrong, though,” he says.

“What.”

“That business about how I am with her.” He scratches at his chest, thinking about how to put it, and I understand later that he was being careful, that he was trying to find the version that would cost me the least, and that there was no such version. “I like Mara fine. She’s good company and she doesn’t put on airs and she’s about the best-looking woman in that town and I’d be lying if I said different.” He looks up. “But I like a good many of the wives around here fine, Paul. It’s not a special thing between us. I don’t want you thinking you spotted something, because there wasn’t anything to spot.”

I sit on that bolted-down bench in a locker room that smells like chlorine and pink soap and I feel the floor of the last four days go out from under me.

I drove up here thinking I had something. A week I have been holding onto it. I saw a thing between him and my wife that nobody else in that town saw, and it made me feel like a man with a card in his hand, and there was never any card. He likes her fine. Same as he likes half the wives on my own road. He is going to fuck my wife and he was never even looking at her in particular.

“How many,” I say. It comes out before I have decided to say it.

“How many what.”

“In town.”

Wade thinks about that. Not the way a man thinks when he is deciding whether to lie. The way a man thinks when he is genuinely trying to add something up and finding that he never kept the figure.

And there is a half second in there, before he answers, where he goes somewhere. Not caught out. Not ashamed and not pleased either. It is the look of a man who has been asked a plain question, gone looking in himself for the figure, come back with nothing where the figure ought to be, and found that mildly interesting about his own life. It is gone before it has finished arriving.

“I don’t count them,” he says.

It is the only thing I will ever see move on that man’s face, and I did not know what to do with it then and I do not now.

Two things arrive, close enough together that I cannot get between them.

The first is that I have not made a bargain at all. I have not even joined a list. A list would have my name written on it somewhere, and a place where my name sat in the order, and a man who could tell you what that place was. There is no order and there is nobody keeping one. There is only a thing this man has been quietly doing in that town since before I was married, and as of about four minutes ago he does it at my house too.

The second is worse and it is that I am getting hard in a locker room, and I have to put my elbows on my knees and let my forearms hang to cover the front of my shorts.

“Does anybody know?” I ask.

“Everybody knows.” He says it plainly, no weight on it. “That’s not the same as anybody saying it. You’ve lived here your whole life, you know how that works better than I do.”

“Janelle.”

“Janelle knows exactly what I do and has since before we were married.” He pulls his socks off. “She’s fine. I’m not putting anything over on my wife and I never have. You can put that down.”

“And the husbands.”

“The husbands know.”

“They know.”

“Most of them,” he says. “Some of them arranged it, same as you’re doing. Some of them just stopped asking where the truck was going. It comes out about the same.” He rolls the socks together and puts them in the bag. “Nobody’s fooling anybody, Paul. It’s just that around here we don’t say a thing out loud unless somebody’s forcing us to, and nobody ever has.”

I am quiet for a second. Out at the desk the radio goes to an ad for a farm supply.

“Why you,” I say. “I mean it. Not as an insult.”

“I didn’t take it as one.”

“Why does it fall to you.”

And he tells me. He does not lean forward to tell me and he does not drop his voice and he does not smile once while he is saying it, and it is the plainest and worst thing anybody has ever said to me.

“I’ve got a big cock, Paul.”

He says it the way he’d tell me the joists are sixteen on center.

“That’s not bragging. I didn’t do a thing to earn it and I can’t take any credit for it. It’s just what I’ve got. It’s bigger than what most women have ever had in them, and it’s a good deal bigger than what any husband in that town is walking around with.” He rubs the back of his neck. “And that’s the whole of it, right there. There’s eight hundred people in that town and one road out of it, and there is not another cock like mine anywhere on it. Not one. The wives know that. Women talk to each other a hell of a lot more than men ever worked out.”

“So they come to you.”

“They come to me.” He says it flat, with no pleasure in it anywhere. “And I’ll tell you why, because it’s not what men like to think it is. It’s got nothing to do with me. She doesn’t want me. She’s not in love with me and she’s not leaving you for me and she’s not going to look at me twice in the diner. She wants the one thing, and there’s only the one of it inside driving distance, and once she knows it’s four minutes from her own kitchen she is not going to be able to leave it alone. That’s not me being flattering to myself. I’ve watched it happen more times than I could tell you and it goes the same way every single time.”

“There’s a lot of good men in that town,” I say. It comes out thin.

“There’s nothing but good men in that town.” He means it. “They work, they pay what they owe, they’d pull you out of a ditch at two in the morning and never bring it up again. And most of them can’t fuck their wives the way their wives need fucking. That’s not a knock on one of them. It isn’t a thing a man picks and it isn’t a thing he can fix by wanting it bad enough. It’s just how the bodies came out.”

“And you can.”

“I can go past where any of them have ever been,” Wade says. “Past what a couple of them could even take the first time, and I mean take, I mean I had to go slow and let them get used to it before they could have all of it.”

And my wife weighs a hundred and fifteen pounds.

That is the whole thought. It arrives in my body a good second before it arrives anywhere I could be held responsible for it. He says past what they could take and I do not picture a woman, I picture the exact width of my wife’s hips, which I have had my hands on ten thousand times and could draw from memory, and I picture that going into her, and something drops through the floor of me. My cock starts to fill. In a locker room. On a Thursday. While a man in gym shorts explains his trade to me with his shoes lined up square under the bench.

“And I have never once in my life had to talk a woman into anything or ask her twice,” he says. “So it falls to me. Been falling to me since I was about twenty-two years old and it’ll go on falling to me till it quits working.”

He waits to see whether I have anything. I do not have anything.

“It’s not complicated,” he says. “I’m not clever and I’ve never been any good at talking to people. It’s the one thing, and it turns out the one thing matters to a woman a whole lot more than any of us wanted to believe.”

I do not say anything. There is nothing on the other side of that.

And then he stands up to go get in the shower, and he takes off his shorts, and I find out what he means.

He is a stocky, bellied, forty-four-year-old town contractor standing three feet from me on a wet concrete floor. He is hairy all over, chest and belly and thighs, dark going grey in it, and he has a hard tan line across his waist where the sun stops and the skin goes pale, and his gut hangs and his thighs are heavy and there is nothing about that body anybody would ever look at twice.

He is close enough that I get the whole of him. Forty minutes under a bar has cooked the day back up out of him, salt and iron and old sweat gone sour and then gone warm again, and under that, lower, the heavy animal musk of a big man’s crotch in a wet room, thick enough that I get it in the back of my throat and cannot put it down. I am standing in my clean shirt smelling like soap and the yard, and he smells like a body that has been working since five and has nothing to apologise for.

And hanging off the front of all that is the biggest cock I have ever seen on a human being.

It hangs. That is what I cannot get past. It does not sit up against him the way a cock sits on a man. It hangs, heavy and dumb and pointing at the floor, as thick around as my wrist, and it comes down past the middle of his thigh, and partway along there is a bend in it where the weight of the thing folds it over against his own leg because it is too heavy to hold itself straight. Uncut. The foreskin comes down over the head in a thick dark hood with slack past the end of it. The shaft is ridged all over with veins standing up under the skin. Soft. Doing nothing. Not even interested.

I sell four hundred two-by-eights a week and I know the width of one in the dark by feel. That is the arithmetic I am standing on a wet concrete floor doing, on another man’s cock, because it is the only set of numbers I was ever any good at and it is the only vocabulary I have got.

It is fatter soft than mine has ever been hard. That is not me being hard on myself. It is not close and I do not mean it is not close.

His balls hang underneath it, big and loose and low in the wet heat of that room, hairy, the sac hanging down so far it swings when he shifts his feet, so far I cannot work out how a man carries that around a job site all day and never says anything about it.

He bends over to pick his towel up off the bench and the whole of it swings forward off his thigh and then comes back and settles, and it takes an extra half second to settle, the way a heavy thing does.

And he is soft. He is not hard. He is not doing one thing. He is a man in a locker room picking up a towel.

I am under five inches when everything works. Nothing has worked in two years. My wife has been going to sleep eight houses down the road from that.

And here is what happens in my body, and I am going to put it down exactly, because it is the fact of my life from that night forward.

The first thing is that two years of my failure suddenly makes a terrible kind of sense. Not comfort. Nothing like comfort. Just a click, like a number coming out even after you have been fighting the column for an hour. Oh. That. That’s what she’s been in a house with me instead of. Every night I lay in the dark braced and every night I did not turn over and every morning I told myself it was the stress or the meds or a bad patch, and all of it lands in one place and gets a shape, and the shape is hanging on an ordinary man four feet from me in a room that smells of chlorine.

The second thing is what happens to the ache I have been sitting on since he told me he does not count them.

It stops being an ache. It goes all the way, fast enough that it hurts, that hot thick shove of blood arriving on top of what was already there, my whole face going warm with it, and I have to turn to the locker and stand square to it with my bag held down in front of me like a man arranging his things.

Twice. That is the entire list. My father’s desk last Saturday, and a locker room on a Thursday. Two years of nothing out of me, and my body has come all the way up exactly twice, and both times I was fully dressed and sitting still and doing arithmetic on handing my wife to another man.

And then she is in it. I do not put her in it. She arrives.

My wife, who I have watched get undressed four thousand times, who is ribs and hipbone and nothing spare anywhere on her, who I have been under five inches inside of and have not been inside of at all since. That, going into her. The width of it against the width of her. I stand there and I let the two facts sit next to each other for about a second and a half, which is a second longer than a man should.

It is not him. I want that down plainly and then I want to never say it again. I did not want one thing from that man for myself, standing there or since. What I wanted was the picture that came with him, and the picture had my wife in it.

That is what my body came up for. That, and nothing else.

Wade catches me looking. Of course he does, I am not subtle, I am a man staring at another man’s cock in a locker room with a bag held in front of himself.

He does not smirk. He does not say a word about it. He gets the towel over his shoulder and he says, “Yeah,” and that is all. One syllable, kind, a little tired, the sound a man makes when somebody has finally understood the thing he has been explaining all evening.

Then he says, “She’s going to be sore, Paul. First time and probably the first few. That’s not me talking ugly, that’s information you ought to have going in, so it doesn’t scare you when you see it.” He scratches his belly. “She’ll be all right. They always are. But you’ll want to know it’s coming.”

“Okay,” I say to the inside of my locker.

“You want to be in the room?”

There it is. He has not asked me one thing all night, he has just agreed and explained, and now he asks me the only question in it, and he asks it the way he’d ask whether I want the old unit hauled off.

And here is the thing I will not get around. I did not have to think about it. There was no weighing. The answer was already made up and sitting there waiting, and had been since last Thursday in the sodium light of my own lot, and all he did was open the door and let me look at it.

“I think so,” I say. “Yes.”

“Then be in the room. It’s easier that way anyhow.” He starts for the showers and stops. “Paul.”

I turn around. I have to hold the bag.

“You’re doing the right thing,” Wade says. “I want you to hear me say it, because you’re going to lie awake tonight deciding you’re the worst man in the county. You’re not. You’re about the only honest one.” He knocks twice on the top of the locker with one knuckle and leaves it at that. “Have her tell me what night.”

And he goes and turns on the shower and I stand there in the empty half of that room with my pulse going in my ears and my cock aching against the front of my pants, and I understand that he meant every word of it, and that his meaning it is the very worst part.

. . .

I make it about four miles.

There is a pull-off by the grain bins where the county road bends and I put the truck on the gravel there with the engine running and the lights off, and I sit. The fields are black on both sides. Something is going in the ditch, crickets or the frogs, that flat wall of noise that is so constant out here you only hear it when you stop.

I am so hard it is difficult to sit properly.

I try to be a decent man about it for maybe thirty seconds. I try to think about the yard, about the setback rule, about whether Ignacio remembered to chain the gate. It is like trying to hold a door shut against water.

So I let it. I put my head back on the rest and I let the whole of it come, and what comes is my wife on our bed with her knees up, and that thing between them, and her face when it goes in. I do not have to work at it. It builds itself out of parts I already own, because I know exactly what she looks like and I know now exactly what he has got, and the two of them fit together in my head without a seam.

Then I do the stupid thing. I do the same stupid thing I did at my father’s desk, because apparently I have to keep taking the test until I believe the result.

I take him out of it.

I put me in his place. My wife, our bed, the lamp, and me, the way it was in the first years when it worked every time and neither of us thought about it. I put my hand down over myself through my pants and I hold the picture and I go at it honestly for as long as I can stand to.

Eleven seconds. Maybe twelve. I do not have to wait for the long drain this time. It goes out of me all at once, and I am sitting in a pull-off by the grain bins with my hand pressed down on nothing at all, and the crickets going, and my wife’s face still hanging there in the dark in front of me with no use for me in it.

So I put him back.

And it comes up so fast it hurts. Full and thick and immediate, shoving up against the seam, my balls pulling tight, a pulse in it I can count. Nothing else changed. Same bed, same lamp, same woman, same everything. I swapped one man out and put the other one back in and my body did what it does now.

I get my hand on myself properly then. I get the button and I have my hand on it and I am one second from it, and I stop.

Not out of decency. I want that clear. It is only that I know what finishing would make it. It would make it mine, and I have just sat here and found out for the second time in five days that nothing about this is going to be mine, and I have decided I would rather have it real than have it in my hand at a pull-off on the county road.

I do the button back up. I drive the last twenty minutes home aching with the windows down and the fields going by, and I do not put the radio on, because I do not want anything in there with it.

The porch light is on when I get back. She has left it on for me the way she has always left it on for me, which is a thing she does without thinking about it and which I have never once stopped noticing.

Mara is in the front room with her feet up, going through a catalogue she has no intention of ordering anything out of, and the air conditioning is running, and the house is cool for the first summer night in a week because of a twelve dollar part.

“How was it,” she says, not looking up.

“Fine.”

“Did you actually go or did you sit in the parking lot.”

“I actually went.”

“Mm.” She turns a page.

I stand in the doorway of my own front room with my bag still in my hand and I have no run-up left in me. I used it all on the drive up and he took it off me in a locker room, and what is left is just the flat fact of it.

“I talked to Wade tonight.”

“About the unit? It’s working.”

“Not about the unit.”

Something in my voice gets through. She looks up at that, and puts the catalogue face-down on her lap, and waits. My wife is a lot of things and one of them is that when a thing is actually happening she stops moving and pays attention. She is good in an emergency. Always was.

“I asked him,” I say, “if he’d be with you.”

The clock on the mantel goes. The compressor kicks on outside the window and I can hear it through the glass and I think, absurdly, that is running better than it has in three years.

“Be with me,” she says.

“Sleep with you.” My face is hot. “I asked him to sleep with you. Regularly. Here, in the house. With me knowing, and me at home when it happens, so it’s not something you have to hide and it’s not something I have to pretend I don’t know about.” I make myself finish it. “He said yes.”

Mara does not move for a second. Her hand is flat on the back of the catalogue and it stops, and she looks at me, and the look on her face is not one of the four or five I had prepared for on the drive back.

“Okay,” she says.

That is it. That is the whole thing.

“Okay?”

“Okay.” She takes her feet down off the ottoman and sits forward, and I see her decide to do this properly, which almost kills me. “Paul. Sit down. You look like you’re going to fall over.”

I sit in the chair across from her, which is the chair I always sit in, and I still have the gym bag in my hand and I put it down between my feet.

“You’re not surprised,” I say.

“I’m surprised you said it out loud.” She pushes her hair back off her face with the back of her wrist. “I’m not surprised about the rest of it. Neither are you, if you’re honest. You’ve been circling this since spring.”

“I have not been circling this since spring.”

“You’ve been circling something since spring.” She lets that sit. “I could hear you not sleeping.”

There is a stretch of quiet where the compressor hums outside and I try to find the thing I am supposed to feel and cannot get hold of any one of them.

“You didn’t even ask who first,” I say.

“You said Wade.”

And when she says his name her foot stops.

It has been going the entire time she has been on that couch, the heel tapping the edge of the ottoman, that small motor that has run under my wife every waking minute of the twenty years I have known her and that I have never once been able to switch off. She says Wade out loud in my front room and it quits. Four seconds. Five, maybe. Then it starts again and she has no idea it ever stopped, and I sit in my chair having just watched, for free and for the first time, a thing I am going to spend the rest of my life watching for.

“I did. I did say Wade.” I look at her. “You didn’t ask why him.”

And she gives me a small, tired, patient look, and says, “Paul.”

That is all. Just my name, and it goes through me cleaner than any sentence she could have built.

“Right,” I say.

“Can I say the thing?” she asks. “Because I think you’re about to spend a month deciding I’m a monster, and I’d rather just say it now and have it out here where you can look at it.”

“Say it.”

She does not soften it and she does not enjoy it. She just says it, straight, the way she says everything.

“You’re not giving me permission to start something.” Her voice is level. “You’re giving me permission to stop hiding it. Those are different, and I want you to know which one you actually did tonight, because if you don’t you’ll get it wrong in your head later and blame yourself for the wrong thing.”

I look at the rug. “The trip.”

“The trip.” She does not blink. “You knew. You have always known, and I have always known you knew, and we have gone a year and a half without either of us putting one word on it. You picked me up and you carried my bag out to the truck and you asked me what the weather had been like down there, and I told you it was hot, and that was the whole of it. That was us handling it.”

“I didn’t want to make you say it.”

“I know you didn’t. That was kind and I took it.” She puts the catalogue down on the ottoman and sits forward with her forearms on her knees, and she looks at the floor between us instead of at me, which she does not do. “So I’m going to say it now. Once. Because you have just gone and put a man in my bedroom and you are entitled to know what you are putting him in there on top of.”

“Mara.”

“There was a man in the bar of the hotel on the second night. He was about fifty and he sold something for a living and I never once wondered what his last name was.” Flat. No apology anywhere in it, and no relish either. “He wasn’t good-looking. He wasn’t funny and he wasn’t kind and he didn’t say one thing to me I’ve thought about since. He had a cock that worked. He used it on me four times in three days and I did not have to think about one single feeling of anybody’s for any of it.”

The clock on the mantel goes. The compressor hums out under the window.

“You’d been gone six months by then,” she says. “Not a bad six months. Six months of nothing at all, not one time, and I had got to where I would lie there after you’d gone to sleep and do arithmetic about how many years I had left where anybody would still want to. So I got in a car and drove four hours and I got fucked properly by a man who could do it, and I was thirty-seven years old, and I had honestly started to think that was never going to happen to me again as long as I lived.”

I am looking at the rug. There is a burn in my ears and a pressure behind my face and I am, in my own front room, in the chair I sit in every night of my life, going hard in my work pants while my wife tells me this.

“And then I came home,” she says, “and I put it back on at the county line, and I never told you a word of it. And I want you to have this part, because I think you have got it wrong for a year and a half. That was not me covering for myself. I’d have taken whatever you handed me. I’d have deserved it.”

“Then why.”

“Because of what this town would have made of it.” She looks up now. “If I had sat you down and said Paul, I drove down there and let a stranger fuck me because you can’t anymore, then you’d have had to do something about it. A man does. And whatever you did, it’s out by the end of the month, and then it stops being a thing that happened to me at all. It becomes a thing about you. It is the thing every single person in this county knows about you for the next thirty years, and they’d never say it to your face, not one of them, they’d just be a little bit careful with you at the counter forever.” Her chin comes up. “You have got your name on a building in letters two feet high. I was not going to be the reason people started saying it a certain way.”

I do not have anything. I sit there and hold on to the arms of the chair.

“So I put it away and I carried it,” she says, “and I’ve thought about doing it again more than once, and I have talked myself out of it every time, and the thing that stopped me was never that I didn’t want to. Not one time was it that. It was that it would get out. And it would get out. It’s this town.”

“That’s what I figured,” I say. “That’s the whole reason I did it.”

“I know.” Her chin comes up a little. “That’s why I said okay so fast,” and I watch her swallow, and I watch her hand come up off the catalogue and press flat against her own breastbone for a second, holding something down in there that has been trying to get out of her for a year and a half.

And that is when it lands, the real one, the one I carry into everything that comes after. Not that she said yes. That she said yes quickly, and easy, and with something coming off her that I have to sit there and correctly name.

Relief.

She is relieved. My wife is sitting three feet from me on a couch I paid for, in a house I paid for, and what she is feeling is relief, because after two years the man she is married to has finally quit pretending.

“You’re not angry,” I say, and it comes out worse than I mean it to.

“Why would I be angry?”

“I don’t know. I thought you might be. I thought there was maybe a version of tonight where you were insulted.”

Mara actually laughs at that, one breath out through her nose, hnh, and then she catches herself and is kind, which is worse.

“Sweetheart,” she says, “you just did the first genuinely useful thing anybody’s done for me in two years. I’m not insulted.”

She thanks me. That’s the shape of it. Not in those words, not yet, but that is what is happening in my front room. I have just handed my wife to another man and what is coming back across the coffee table is gratitude.

Then she starts asking the practical questions, and the practical questions are somehow the very worst part of the whole evening, because they are the proof that this is real and that she has already moved past the part where it needed deciding.

“When,” she says.

“He said to tell him what night.”

“Does he work Saturdays?”

“He works every day.”

“Friday, then.” She says it the way she would fix a hair appointment. “Friday’s easier. You’re closed at noon and I don’t want you driving back from the yard into the middle of it.”

“Friday.”

“Does Janelle know?”

“She knows.”

“She knows generally or she knows about me?”

“Generally,” I say. “He says she’s known since before they were married. He says nobody’s fooling anybody.”

Mara nods slowly, and I watch her file that, and I watch it make her easier, and I hate how much sense it all makes to her.

“Do you want to be here?” she asks.

“He asked me that too.”

“And?”

“I said yes.”

She takes that in and something moves behind her eyes, and for a second I think she is going to ask me why, and if she asks me why I do not know what I am going to say, because the honest answer is standing behind a gym bag in a locker room with a hard-on.

She does not ask.

“Okay,” she says instead, and then, “Paul, look at me.”

I look at her.

“Thank you,” my wife says.

She reaches across the coffee table and puts her hand over mine where it is sitting on my knee, and she leaves it there, warm and dry and perfectly steady, and she looks at me with something that is a great deal like love and is not love, and she does not take her hand back for a long moment.

Then she picks up the catalogue again and puts her feet back up on the ottoman and says, “You should eat something, there’s chicken in there,” and turns a page.

And I sit in my chair in my cool house and watch my wife’s foot start going at the end of the ottoman, back and forth, back and forth, restless as it has been every night I have known her, and I think about Friday.


The First Night

I close the yard at noon on Friday the way I have always closed the yard at noon on Friday, and Ignacio locks the bay and says something about his sister’s car and I answer him and I could not tell you one word of what either of us said. I drive home the four miles with the windows up and the air on and my hands at ten and two like a man taking a road test.

The house is clean. That is the first thing. She has cleaned the house, which she does not do on a Friday, and there is a smell of the lemon stuff she uses on the counters over the top of the cold air, and the bed is made with the good sheets, the white ones, and the fan is off because the unit works now.

She told him Friday at some point between me going to bed on Thursday and me leaving the house on Friday, and I do not know whether she called him or wrote it out, and I have not asked and I am not going to. That is the first piece of this that happened without me in it. I sat on a bench in a locker room and started the whole thing moving, and by the next morning it already had a part in it I was not in the room for.

I go and stand in the doorway of that bedroom at two in the afternoon with my keys still in my hand.

Two years. That room has been a place where two people sleep. Nothing has happened in it that anybody would call happening since the summer before last, and I know the exact night, and I know what I said afterward, which was nothing, and I know what she said, which was also nothing, and I know that we both got up the next morning and made coffee and that was the whole ceremony. That room has held that the whole time. It is eleven feet by fourteen. It has the long mirror and the closet with the door that sticks and my grandmother’s dresser and a window that looks at the side of the next place over through a screen of pines, and a lamp on her side with a paper shade that has gone the color of weak tea.

I go down to the front room and I pick up my chair.

It is the one I sit in. It has been the one I sit in since we bought this house, a low armchair with wooden arms and a cushion gone flat in the middle from twenty years of me, and I get my hands under it and lift it and carry it up the hall myself, walking backward the last few feet, and I set it down in the bedroom in the corner by the door where the wall meets the closet.

Nobody asked me to do that. Nobody in this arrangement said Paul, bring a chair. I decided in the truck on the way home that there would need to be somewhere for me to be, because the alternative was standing, and a man standing in the corner of a room is a different thing entirely, and I could not have that. So I carried my own chair up my own hall and put it where I put it, and then I stood there and looked at the room for a while with the chair in it and understood that I had just built the place where I was going to sit for the rest of my life.

I turn it maybe fifteen degrees toward the bed. Then I turn it back.

Then I turn it toward the bed again, and leave it, and go take a shower I do not need.

She does not make a production of the evening and that is somehow worse. She eats half a sandwich standing at the counter at five. She showers. She comes out with her hair wet and combed straight back and puts on the black thing with the thin straps, the one from that Thursday in front of the mirror, the four-year-old one, and she does her mouth and then wipes most of it off again with the side of her thumb.

She is restless the entire time. Her foot going while she eats. Twice through the front room to move the same magazine. She stands at the window over the sink and taps the frame with two fingers and looks out at the road for a good half minute.

At twenty of seven she comes and finds me in the kitchen where I have been drinking a beer I did not want and she puts her hand flat on my chest.

“You can still say no,” she says.

“I know it.”

“I mean it, Paul. Right up until his boots are off.” Her eyes go over my face, one thing at a time, the way she reads a bill. “You say the word and I’ll go out on that porch and tell him it’s off and he’ll say all right and go home and it will never once come up again in this town. You know he’d do that.”

“He’d do that,” I say.

“So.”

“I’m not saying no.”

She stands there another second with her hand on me. Her palm is warm through my shirt and I can feel my own heart going under it, and I know she can feel it too, and I know she is deciding whether to be kind about that.

“Okay,” she says, and takes her hand back, and goes to check the lamp.

At eight minutes to seven I hear the truck turn off the road.

The whole street hears it. That is the thing I keep having to sit with. Ruthanne two doors up hears it and does not look up from her beds, because a contractor’s truck coming up this road at seven on a Friday is a man going home, or a man going to a job, or a man dropping off a compressor, and there is no fourth thing anybody out there is going to trouble themselves to think of. It comes up my gravel and the engine drops and stops and I hear the door, and the boots on the drive, and the boots on the porch boards, and the two knocks on the frame of the screen.

He is already in the kitchen by the time I get there. That is how people come into a house here.

“Paul.”

“Wade.”

He has come from a job. He is in the grey tee and the work pants with the dust ground into the knees, and there is drywall in the hair on his forearms, and he smells like the whole day, sweat gone cold and sweated over again, sun, the leather of the belt he is not wearing, cut lumber, that old fine plaster smell that is somebody else’s house. He has not showered and it does not appear to have occurred to him to. He has a sixpack in one hand, and he sets it down on my counter without looking where he is putting it, because he already knows where my counter is.

“Warm,” he says. “Been in the truck.”

“I’ve got cold ones.”

“Then we’ll drink yours.”

Mara comes down the hall barefoot on the tile.

“Wade.”

“Mara.”

That is all of it. That is the entire negotiation. There is no speech. Nobody proposes a toast. He looks at her the way he looked at her across my counter that Thursday. Straight on. Without one ounce of the care every other man in this county spends on her. And she goes bright the way a wire goes bright, and he says, “You want to just go on back?”

“Yeah,” my wife says.

And she turns and goes up the hall, and he sets his beer down unopened on my counter and goes after her, and I stand in my kitchen alone for about four seconds with the refrigerator humming.

This is the part where I could still stop. There is a door at the end of that hall standing open and neither of them has put a hand on the other one yet, and if I set my keys down and walk out onto that porch this becomes a story about a man who nearly did something, and nobody on this earth would ever know different. Wade would go home. Mara would let me have it and never once bring it up.

I stand in my own kitchen and let the four seconds go by, and I want it on the record that I used them. I looked at the door and I priced it.

Then I follow them both into my bedroom and I sit down in my chair.

. . .

The lamp is on. She has left the overhead off and put on the lamp with the tea-colored shade, and the room is that soft brown-gold that makes everybody in it look better than they are.

He sits on the end of my bed to get his boots off. He does it the way he did it on the bench at the gym, one and then the other, and sets them side by side under the rail, square, and puts his socks inside them. She stands in front of him while he does it with her weight on one hip and her arms not folded.

“You want the light off?” she says.

“No.”

“Okay,” she says, and I hear the small hitch in the middle of that word.

He stands up and pulls the tee shirt off over the back of his neck, one hand, and drops it, and there he is in my bedroom. Forty-four years old and thick everywhere, the belly on him hanging over the waist of the work pants, the chest heavy and covered in dark hair going grey through the middle of it, the shoulders and the arms of a man who has carried material up ladders for twenty-five years, the hard tan line at the throat and another at the biceps where the sleeve stops. He is not a handsome man. He has never once been a handsome man. My wife puts both hands flat on that chest and slides them up over it and makes a small sound in her throat, hnh, low, and I watch her fingers go into the hair on him.

He gets the button of the work pants and pushes them down and steps out of them.

And I am looking at it again, and it is worse in here.

In the locker room it was a thing hanging on a man in fluorescent light in a wet concrete room. Here it is in my house, four feet from my wife, under my lamp. It hangs down heavy over the low hairy sac, thick as my wrist, past the middle of his thigh, with that fold in it partway along where the weight of the thing bends it against his own leg. The dark hood of foreskin comes down over the end with slack past it. Veins standing up under the skin in ridges the whole length. Soft. Not doing one thing.

Mara looks down at it and her whole body stops.

I have watched that woman for twenty years and she does not stop. Her foot is always going. She rearranges the cushions while you talk to her. And she looks down at what is hanging off that ordinary bellied man in the lamplight of my bedroom and every moving part of her comes to rest at once, and she stands there, and she breathes out through her mouth, and I watch the flush come up out of the neck of that black thing and go over her collarbones and up her throat in a wave she cannot do anything about.

“Okay,” she says. Her voice has gone down half a step and lost the edge. “Okay.”

“You want to sit down.”

“No.” She laughs, one breath, and it is unsteady. “Yes.”

She sits on the edge of my bed and she gets her hand around it and she cannot get her hand around it, and that is the first time I hear the noise in her chest, the small greedy one, and she lifts the weight of it in her palm and looks at what she is holding, and then she leans in and puts her open mouth on the side of the shaft and drags her lips up the length of it, and I watch it start to come up.

It takes a while. That is the part nobody tells you. A thing that size does not jump the way mine used to jump. It fills the way water fills a hose, in stages, thickening in her hand, straightening out of that bend against his thigh and lifting off, and the hood peels itself back over the head as it goes and the head comes out of it wet and dark and fat as a plum, and by the time it is done it is standing up out of the grey hair at the root of him, curved a little upward, huge and heavy and ridged all over, and her fingers do not go anywhere near meeting around it.

She gets her mouth on the head of it. She can get the head of it in and not much past, and her jaw is stretched wide around it, and she works what she can and uses both hands on the rest, and the wet sounds start, and Wade puts one hand in the back of her wet hair, not pulling, just resting it there, and says, “Easy. You’ve got all night.”

Nobody has ever said that in this room.

I am in my chair by the door with my forearms on the wooden arms of it and my feet flat on the floor and I have not moved since I sat down. I can feel my pulse in my neck and in my hands and in the soles of my feet. My mouth has gone completely dry and there is a taste sitting in it, flat and metallic, the one beer I did not want and something underneath it that is just fear.

And I am hard.

All the way, the same as the desk, the same as the locker room, hot and thick and shoving up against the seam of my work pants where I sit, my balls drawn up tight and aching, a pulse in it I can feel on every beat. It arrived somewhere around the moment she could not close her hand and I did not notice it arrive. I put my palm down flat on my own thigh and leave it there, because the one thing I am not going to do in this chair is take myself out of my pants like a man at a drive-in. I press the heel of my hand down against myself once, through the fabric, and the jolt that goes up through me is so strong it frightens me, and I take the hand off and put it back on the wooden arm of my chair and I keep it there.

There is a sound in that room that is not either of them and it takes me a moment to work out that it is me. I have been breathing through my open mouth, loud, in and out, and I do not know for how long. I close it.

My hands have been on the wooden arms of that chair since I sat down and somewhere in here they stopped being mine.

Two years I told myself it was the meds, the stress, the bad luck.

She stands up and pulls the black thing off over her head and drops it, and my wife is naked in the lamp in front of another man, slim as a whip, all length and no waste, the small high breasts with the nipples already drawn up tight and dark, the ribs you can nearly count, the flat stomach and the narrow hips and the brown of her legs stopping at the line where the cutoffs stop. The freckles over her shoulders. The white scar through the eyebrow. Twenty years I have known every inch of that and I know exactly how much of it I have not been allowed to look at in this light.

Wade takes a condom out of the pocket of the work pants on the floor.

“Do we have to,” she says.

“First one, yeah.”

“Fine.” And then, low, “God.”

He rolls it on standing at the side of my bed. I watch him do it. It goes on and it goes down and it stops well short, a pale ring stranded a good way up the shaft with the whole thick root of him bare below it, and he does not comment on that and neither does she, and I sit in my chair and look at the gap between where it ends and where he begins and understand something about the scale of what is about to happen in my house.

She goes back on the bed on her elbows and lets her knees fall open.

She is wet. I can see it from six feet away in that lamp, the shine of her, the inside of her thighs already slick with it, and she has not been touched yet. Not once. He has not put a hand on her. My wife is lying open on my white sheets dripping onto them at the sight of a man standing at the side of the bed, and I have spent twenty years in that room working for a tenth of that and never once getting it.

He kneels up onto the end of the mattress and the frame takes his weight with a sound and he gets a hand under her thigh and pushes it up and back and out, opening her, and he takes himself in the other hand and puts the head of it against her.

“Paul.” He says it without turning his head, the way a man talks to somebody holding the other end of a board. “She was wet before I got out of the truck. I’d want to know that if I was you, because you’re going to lie in bed later trying to work out which part of tonight was your doing, and none of this part was.”

“Wade,” she says.

“I know it.”

“That’s not going to.”

“Some of it will,” he says, easy, and pushes.

The head goes in and she comes up off her elbows onto her back with a sound I have not heard out of her in my life. Unh. Flat and shocked and torn out of her. He stops there with just the crown of it inside her, holding, and I can see her body working around what is already in there, the stretch of her lips gone thin and pale and pulled tight around the width of him.

I can see it happen. That is what the lamp is for and that is what the six feet are for and that is what the chair is for. I can see the exact place where my wife has to give, the rim of her pulled thin and gone white around the width of him with nothing left over anywhere, shining wet, and I can see the tremor run up the muscle of her thigh every time he takes another quarter inch, and I can see that there is not one part of that woman’s body that is not working at this. Her hands come up over her face and then off it again because she cannot decide what to do with them.

“Breathe out,” Wade says.

She breathes out, shaking.

He gives her another inch. Not a thrust. A press, slow, taking ground and holding it, and she makes a sound going up at the end, ah-ah, her heels sliding on my sheets for purchase, and her whole flat stomach hollows and her hips lift toward it without her deciding anything at all.

“Oh my God.”

“There you go.”

Another inch. Another. He works into my wife by degrees over the better part of a minute, backing off a half inch and taking a full one, and I can hear it, the wet dragging sound of it in a quiet room, and I can see the slick shine appear on him where he has been and see it disappear again on the next press. Her thighs are shaking. The tendons stand out in her neck. She gets one hand down and gets it flat on his belly, pushing, holding him off, and then she does not push, she just leaves it there and takes hold of a fistful of the hair on him and hangs on.

And then he puts the last of it in her.

The sound she makes is not a word and it is not a moan either. It comes up out of the bottom of her, hnnGH, and breaks in the middle, and her back comes off my bed in an arch and stays there, and her mouth is open and nothing else is coming out of it.

And I know exactly where I used to stop.

That is the thought that arrives while my wife is arched up off my bed with all of it in her. I know the place in her I could get to on the best night I ever had, because I spent every year of it getting there and never once past it, and he went by it somewhere around the halfway mark and kept going and there was more of her waiting on the other side of it that I have never in my life touched. Twenty years I slept beside a part of my wife I did not know was in there.

And then she turns her head on my pillow and she finds me.

Not by accident. She knows exactly where the chair is because she has been stepping around it all evening. Her eyes come across the room and land on me and stay there, and she is full of him to the root and shaking with it and she does not look away, and I do not either.

“Paul,” she says.

That is all of it. She does not ask me anything and she does not apologise for anything and there is nothing cruel in it anywhere. My wife says my name across my own bedroom with another man inside her, the way you say it to check somebody is still in the house.

“I’m here,” I say.

It comes out wrecked. It is the first thing I have said since I sat down.

She is making a sound right now I had filed under gone for good. It was not gone. It was just never going to be me.

He holds still, all the way in, the pale ring of that condom lost somewhere inside my wife and his heavy sac resting against her, and he says, “Okay?”

“Don’t move,” she says. “Don’t. Move.”

“I won’t.”

“Oh, God. Oh, my God.”

She lies there under him full of it with her eyes shut and her chest going, and the flush is over the whole of her now, throat and chest and the tops of the breasts, and I sit in my chair by the door with my hands on the wood and my cock aching in my pants and I do not touch it.

Then she says, “Okay.”

And he starts.

I get out of the chair once, and it is the only thing I do all night that I do not decide to do.

It is nine or ten minutes in, at the point where she stops being able to stay quiet, and something in me goes wrong, some old animal thing that has nothing to do with the man I have decided to be, and I am up and out the door and in my own hall before I know I have stood. I pull the door behind me and it does not latch. That door has never latched. There is a quarter inch of gold light on the hall floorboards and the whole of it comes out through the gap.

The sound my wife is making is not a private sound. There is nothing held back in it. It is a woman being fucked past the point where she is deciding anything, and it comes out of my bedroom into my hall in the wet regular rhythm of it, and under it the frame of my bed going and going against the wall, and under that, low, the easy voice of a heavy man in no hurry telling her she is doing fine.

I stand in the dark of my own hallway in my own house and listen to it through the gap in the door, and my cock throbs so hard against the seam of my pants that it hurts, and the thing that turns over in me is not what I braced for.

And before the relief there is about two seconds of something I have never once managed to name properly. It goes through the middle of me like a wire. It is not jealousy. I have looked at it too many times since to call it that. It is nearer to grief, and it is very old, and it has nothing to do with tonight. It is a man standing in a dark hallway listening to a sound he spent twenty years failing to get out of his wife, and finding out that the sound was in her the whole time.

Then it goes, and the other thing comes up underneath it.

It is quiet. It is the plainest, widest relief I have ever felt, and it comes up under the shame and lifts it like water under a boat.

Nobody in that room is waiting for me. That is all it is. There is nothing coming that I have to be able to do. Nobody is lying in the dark listening for what my body decides tonight, nobody is going to turn over at some point and be kind about it, and there is not one thing that is going to be asked of me in the next hour except to sit in a chair. Two years of a knot across the top of my back lets go all at once in my own hallway.

I go back in and sit down and I do not get up again.

He has pulled out while I was in the hall and I watch him slide back into her from this new angle, and the pale ring of that condom is still stranded where it stopped, with two or three bare inches of him below it wet with my wife. Neither of them says a word about that. I sit in my chair and do the arithmetic on it and understand roughly what I am going to be asked about in a month or two.

She is on her side now with one leg drawn up and he is behind her, in close, one arm hooked under her top knee holding her open, and he is going into her in long unhurried strokes and I can see all of it. I can see the slick length of him come out of her nearly to the head, shining, and I can see her body follow it out and get pulled after it, and then I can see the whole thing go back in and I can see what it does to her when it lands. She is loud. She is loud in a way she has never once been in this house. Her hand is thrown back and gripping his forearm and her nails are in him and she does not know it.

“Wade.”

“Mm.”

“Wade. Wade. Right there. Don’t you dare.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he says.

She goes up fast after that. I know the way she goes up. I have not seen it in eight years, and I have never in my life seen it like this, but a man does not forget it. The sounds get shorter and get closer together, ah, ah, ah, one on every stroke, riding right up on top of each other, and her thighs start to shake and cannot stop, and her whole body starts to work against the rhythm instead of with it, pushing back onto it, greedy, taking it, her hips going of their own accord.

“I’m going to. Oh God. Oh God, I’m going to.”

“Go on then.”

And my wife comes apart on my bed on the good white sheets.

It takes her the way weather takes a tree. Her back arches and her mouth comes open and there is no sound at all for about a second and a half, nothing, silence in the middle of all that noise, and then it tears out of her, AH, hah, hnh, hah, broken into pieces, and her heel drags up the sheet and her toes curl and her hand comes off his arm and grabs at nothing and finds the sheet and twists it. Her whole stomach is in it. I can see the clench go through her, see the muscle jump under the skin, see her body seize down on him and try to shove him out and pull him deeper at the same time, and she is soaked, and the sound of him still going into her through it turns wetter and thicker as she floods, and it does not stop, and he does not slow down or speed up or change one thing about what he is doing, he just keeps working it into her at the same easy pace all the way through and out the other side while she comes and comes and comes.

She is still going when she gets a hand blindly back behind her and slaps at his hip and says, “Stop, stop, stop,” laughing and sobbing at the same time, and he stops, buried in her, and holds, and she shudders through the last of it with her face in my pillow making a small wrecked noise on every breath out.

I still have not touched myself. My hands are on the wooden arms of my chair. I have a wet patch the size of a coin soaked through the front of my work pants where I have leaked without being touched at all, and I am harder than I have been in two years, and my ears are roaring.

Twenty years in that room, and it took that man about eleven minutes, and he did not even have to try.

They go again after that, and again after that, and I am not going to try to set down what the next hour was except to say that I did not leave that chair again, and that she came twice more, and that the second time she did not make any sound at all.

. . .

He is gone by ten.

He does not linger and he does not swagger and he does not do one single thing that a man might do to make it worse. He goes and washes in my bathroom and comes back and gets dressed while my wife lies on the bed on her stomach with her cheek on her forearm watching him do it, boneless, half asleep, with the sheet pushed down off her and not one thought of covering herself in front of either of us.

She does not close her legs. I do not think she can. She rolls half onto her side and her knees stay where they are, and there is a wet patch on the good white sheet the size of a dinner plate, and the inside of both her thighs is slick to the knee, and she is red and swollen and open and she makes a small noise when she shifts her weight.

And she is still. That is what I cannot get past. Her foot is not going. Her hands are not doing anything. Twenty years of a motor running under that woman every waking minute and it has stopped, and it did not stop for the house or the truck or the money or me.

Wade gets the boots on and picks up the tee shirt and does not bother putting it on.

“She’ll be sore tomorrow,” he says to me, not unkindly, the way he told me about the capacitor. “Give her the day. It gets easier.”

“All right.”

I walk him out through my own kitchen. His unopened beer is still standing on my counter where he set it down two and a half hours ago. He picks it up and puts it back in the carton and leaves the carton, and pushes the screen open with his shoulder, and then he stops on my porch with the moths going at the light and puts his hand out and I shake it, and there is nothing in the grip, nothing at all, just a big dry hand holding mine for a second like he is glad to have it.

“Good man, Paul,” he says.

He means it. That is the whole of the knife right there, and he pushes it in gently and goes down my steps and gets in the truck, and it starts up with the sound the entire town knows, and backs out of my drive and turns down the road toward his own house, seven or eight houses and a bend away, past Ruthanne’s and past the next place down, and nobody on this road lifts their head, because a man’s truck was in a driveway and now it is going home.

I stand on my porch in the moths until I cannot hear it anymore.

He never finished.

That is the one I keep going back to. He was in my wife the better part of two hours and he got his boots on and drove home without finishing and it did not appear to cost him one thing, and I sat in my chair and understood that I had just watched a man put in an evening’s work.

Then I go back inside and turn off the kitchen light and go up the hall, and the door is still not quite closed, and my wife is asleep on top of the sheets in the lamplight with her legs apart and her mouth open and everything about her at rest.

I turn the lamp off. I take my chair and put it back where it was, in the corner by the door, and turn it fifteen degrees toward the bed, and leave it there.

In the morning there are two dull places on the arms of it where the finish has gone rough, one under each hand. I stand there in the early light with my coffee and put my thumbs in them and find that they fit.


For the Money

The drive is empty when the light comes.

I am up at five because I am always up at five and because I did not sleep more than about forty minutes of the night in pieces. The gravel is just gravel. There is a dark patch where the truck sat and the dew has not taken it yet, a rectangle of dry stone in a wet drive, and it will be gone by eight and there will be nothing out there at all to say a man was in this house for two and a half hours.

That is the whole design. That is what makes it work in a town like this. A truck comes and a truck goes and the only evidence is a dry patch on a wet drive that the morning takes back.

I stand at the kitchen window with the first cup and watch the road come up out of the dark. The mill whistle goes at seven but the town starts before it, always has. Somebody’s mower two streets over, at six on a Saturday, because it is the only hour it will not be ninety. A dog going at something two places down the road. Ruthanne’s screen door. The paper truck on the county road, not stopping here because we do not take it.

The town is awake and going about its business and nobody in it is thinking about my house, and that is the part I cannot get my hands around. I keep waiting for something to have changed out there. A car slowing. A look. Anything. And there is nothing, and there was never going to be anything, and Wade told me that in a locker room and I did not believe him with the part of me that has to see a thing before it counts.

I take the bills off the corner of the counter and sit down at the table with them because it is Saturday and that is what I do.

Power. Water. The propane on the budget plan. The card, which is all her. The insurance on the house and the two duplexes and the yard. The health plan for me and Ignacio and the young woman who does Tuesdays and Thursdays. I write them the way I have always written them, the date, the amount, the small looping P that my father wrote before me because I learned to sign watching him do it. Every one of them has my name on it. Every single one. There is not one piece of paper on this table with her name anywhere on it and there never has been, because she has never once had to put her name on anything.

I get four of them done and then I stop with the pen in my hand and sit there listening to the house.

She is up. I hear the bathroom, and then the hall, and I hear that she is walking differently.

That is not something I am imagining and it is not something I would have caught a week ago. My wife walks the way she has always walked, quick, on the balls of her feet, going somewhere. This morning there is a care in it. There is a small pause where she comes off one foot and puts down the other, and she is holding one hand on the wall in the hall, and I am sitting at my kitchen table with a pen listening to my wife learn how to walk down her own hallway.

She comes in wearing one of my shirts and nothing under it and she does not say good morning.

“Is there coffee.”

“There’s coffee.”

“Is it cold coffee.”

“It’s fresh. I made it twenty minutes ago.”

“Miracles,” she says.

She gets down a cup and pours it and then she stands there at the counter for a second with both hands flat on the edge and her head down, and I watch my wife’s shoulders come up and go down once, slowly. She is getting on top of something.

Then she comes to the table and she sits, and the sitting is a whole event. She lowers herself onto the chair with one hand on the back of it, and about halfway down there is a hitch, and she stops, and then she gets the rest of the way and breathes out through her mouth, hff, and settles.

“Jesus,” she says, to nobody.

The shirt is one of mine, a work shirt, and it is enormous on her and open two buttons down and it hangs off her shoulders in a way that means she has not thought about how it looks even once. Her legs are bare. From the end of the table I can see the inside of one thigh most of the way up, and it has come up overnight the way a burn comes up the next day. Nothing anybody did on purpose. Nothing you could call a mark. Just the flat dark red of skin that has had a heavy man’s whole weight working against it for two hours. Her hair is not brushed. And she smells like him.

That is the thing that gets me and it gets me from four feet away across my own kitchen table. She has not showered. She smells like sweat that is not hers and like the leather of a tool belt and like sawdust that came out of somebody else’s house, and under it, warm, thicker, the smell of what happened in my bedroom, sex gone stale overnight and still coming up off her skin in the warmth of the kitchen. She was used all evening by a working man and she slept in it on purpose and she has come down to my kitchen without washing one bit of it off.

My wife smells like Wade at my breakfast table and she has not brushed her hair and she is drinking my coffee, and my body starts up under the table before I have finished the thought.

“You didn’t sleep,” she says.

“Not much.”

“No.” She wraps both hands around the cup. “Me either, but that’s a different reason.”

“Are you all right?”

And here is where the morning turns, because I ask her a polite question, the way a husband asks it, expecting the answer a wife gives, and my wife takes the question at face value and answers it completely.

“No,” she says. “I’m wrecked. I can’t sit down properly and I couldn’t get my legs together in the shower and it hurts when I move and it’s going to hurt for two days.” She takes a drink of the coffee. “I feel fantastic. Those are both true. Don’t make a face.”

“I’m not making a face.”

“You’re making some kind of face.”

“I’m listening.”

“Mm.” She looks at me over the cup, and then she sets it down and pushes her hair back off her forehead with the back of her wrist. “You want me to be careful with you about this, or you want it straight? Because I’ll do careful if that’s what today needs. But I’d rather not start out that way, because we’re going to be doing this for a while and careful gets old.”

There it is. I have been waiting for this since about eleven o’clock last night without knowing what I was waiting for.

“Straight,” I say.

“All right.”

She sits back, and her knees come apart a little under the table because she cannot help it, and she does not fix it.

“He’s too big for me,” she says. “That’s the first thing. It’s not a compliment and it’s not me being dramatic. He’s too big and I took him anyway and I’m going to keep taking him and I’ll get used to it in a month or so. He said as much. He said it like a man telling you where the water shutoff is.”

“He told me the same thing.”

“Of course he did.” Something that is nearly a laugh. “You should have seen my face when it went in. I thought there’d been a mistake. I’ve never in my life had to breathe for something.” She sets the cup down. “You want the actual truth about last night? I have been fucked maybe four hundred times in my life and I did not find out until about nine o’clock yesterday evening that there is a place in me nobody has ever been. Not you. Not the man on the trip. Nobody.” She says it evenly. “Thirty-nine years I have had this body and there was a part of my own cunt that had never once had a single thing in it, and he found it in about ninety seconds and then he stayed on it until I could not see straight.” She turns the cup a half turn on the table. “And then about four minutes later I came so hard I saw the ceiling go sideways, and I hadn’t come with another person in the room since the trip, and I want you to know I wasn’t performing any of that. I couldn’t have if I’d wanted to.”

“I know you weren’t.”

“I know you know. You were four feet away.” She looks at me straight on. “That’s why you put the chair there.”

My face goes hot. There is nothing to say to that so I do not say anything.

“I measured it,” she says.

The pen is still in my hand. I put it down.

“You what.”

“I measured it. In between.” She says it the way she would tell me she had checked the mail. “There’s a sewing tape in the bathroom drawer. I got up and got it and knelt on the bed and did it properly. He was on his back with his hands behind his head watching me like I was reading a gas meter. And I couldn’t do it one-handed, and I want you to have that detail. Even hard it sits over to the side from the weight, so I had to hold it up off his belly with one hand to get it straight enough to lay the tape along, and my fingers did not shut round it, and I read the number off out loud and he did not react at all.”

“Mara.”

“You want it or not.”

And I sit at my own kitchen table on a Saturday morning with the bills in front of me and my wife across from me smelling like another man, and I want it. That is the thing about me that I have had to learn in nine days. I always want it. I want the number the way you want to press on a bruise.

“Tell me.”

“Nine inches,” she says. “A shade over.”

And then my head does the thing my head does, and there is no stopping it and there never has been, because it is the one faculty I have ever had. I do not hear a number. I see the piece of material it is.

Nine inches is a two-by-ten. That is the width of a two-by-ten, near enough, and there are four hundred of them stacked under the shed roof at my own yard this morning, and I could walk out there in the dark and put my hand flat on the face of one and know it by feel before I had my eyes open.

That is what was in my wife last night, and I will be selling it by the lift on Monday.

“Okay,” I say.

“That’s soft-tape, along the top, root to tip, and he was all the way hard because I did it after the second time.” She is entirely matter of fact. She could be reading me a delivery ticket. “It’s the thickness that’s the actual problem, though. Everybody looks at the length. I couldn’t close my hand on it. I still can’t and I’ve had four goes at it.”

“Okay.”

“And you’re four and three quarters,” my wife says.

The kitchen is very quiet. The refrigerator kicks on.

“You know that.”

“I’ve known it for twenty years, Paul. You told me yourself, once, in the truck, about a year in, and you were drunk and you thought you were being funny and you were not being funny.” She says it gently. She is not enjoying it. That is the worst part of all of it, that she is not enjoying it. “I never brought it up again because there was no reason to. It’s not something you did. It’s not a thing you can go and get fixed.”

“No.”

“So there’s the two numbers.” She turns the cup again. “Nine inches, and four and three quarters. I’m not saying it to be ugly. I’m saying it because you have spent two years believing that if you’d been a better husband or gone to a better doctor or wanted it more, something would have been different, and I would like you to look at the arithmetic once and put that down.”

And here is what my body does while my wife says two numbers out loud at my kitchen table.

It goes. All the way, fast, the same hot shove of blood that came at the desk and in the locker room and in the chair, my cock filling up hard against the inside of my thigh under the table with the bills spread out in front of me and a pen sitting on the water company’s envelope. I am hard while my wife tells me the measurement of the man who had her last night and then tells me mine. My ears go hot. There is a pressure behind my face. I put both hands flat on the table because I do not know what else to do with them.

She is doing arithmetic on me and I am hard about it. That is the whole of my life now, right there on that table, in her handwriting.

“Can I ask you something,” I say.

“You can ask me anything today. Today’s the day for it.” She pulls one foot up onto the chair and then thinks better of it and puts it back down, wincing. “Go on.”

“Did you know. Before.”

She does not pretend not to understand the question.

“That he was like that? Yes.” She says it the way she says everything. “Not the number. Nobody had the number until I put a tape on it last night, and I want you to know I was not expecting what I got. But that he was the one in this town, yes. I’ve known that since I was about thirty-one.”

The refrigerator hums.

“Who told you.”

“Bettina. In a car outside the clinic, and she wasn’t gossiping, she was telling me a true thing about this town the way you’d tell somebody where the water shutoff is.” She turns the cup a half turn. “Women talk to each other, Paul. Not the way men think we do. There’s no list and nobody’s keeping score. It’s that every woman in this county over about thirty-five knows there is one of that inside driving distance and which truck it’s in, and not one of us has ever said it out loud in a room with a man in it.”

“Eight years.”

“Eight years.” She lets it sit and does not soften it. “I could have had that any week I wanted for eight years. He’d have said yes. He says yes to everybody, that’s the whole of what he is, and there was never one day in eight years where the only thing standing between me and it was anything but me.”

“Then why didn’t you.”

“Because it would get out.” She looks straight at me. “Same as the trip. It always comes back to the same thing and it never once came back to you not being enough, because you were never going to be enough and I settled that in my own head years before that man’s truck meant one thing to me.” Her chin comes up. “I sat seven houses down the road from it for eight years and I did nothing about it, and I’d like the credit for that, because it’s the only genuinely hard thing I have ever done and there was never going to be anybody who knew I did it.”

And I have to sit very still in my own kitchen chair.

I drove twenty-five minutes to a gym in the next town over with five points in my head, in order, the way I’d lay out a bid. The one I was proudest of, the one I led with, the one that gave me the nerve to open my mouth at all, was that I had seen a thing between that man and my wife that nobody else in this county had spotted.

Wade took that off me on a bench in about nine seconds and I have had nine days to get used to it.

My wife has just taken the rest. She did not notice it lately. She has been sitting on it since before the trip, since before my body quit, since back when I could still do it and was still trying, and she carried it through all of that and never once let me see the edge of it.

Everybody in this town knew. That is the sentence I have been saying to myself for nine days like I was being brave about it. I did not once get all the way to the end of it. Everybody in this town knew, and that includes the woman who has been asleep four feet away from me every night for twenty years.

And then I go back through it, because I cannot help going back through it, because working back up a column hunting for where it went wrong is the only thing I have ever been any good at.

Nine days ago. My own counter on a Thursday, Wade in to settle up before he was due because he would rather not carry it. The bell goes and it is my wife, and she comes down the counter and sees him and her whole face changes, and I stand behind my own register in a clean shirt with his folded check face-down under my palm and watch the two of them talk about an air handler for four minutes, and I think, with the whole of my chest, that I have just seen a thing nobody else in this county has seen.

She was looking at the front of his pants. In my building. Over the counter my father stood behind for forty years, with me on the other side of it holding his money.

And my body does what my body does about that.

It goes, all the way, sitting in a kitchen chair with a pen laid across the water company’s envelope. It has not been down since she said nine inches and now it is past comfortable and getting worse. I have just been told that the one thing I was proud of in my whole life was something my wife knew before I did and had been carrying for eight years, and I am so hard I cannot sit square in the chair, and I put both hands flat on the table and leave them there.

“Did you ever want me?”

She does not answer straight away, and the not answering straight away is the answer, and we both sit in it.

“I want to give you a good one,” she says, “so give me a second.”

“Take it.”

“I liked you,” she says. “I need you to hear the whole thing and not stop at the first sentence, because the first sentence is going to be the one that hurts and it isn’t the important one.” She looks at me. “I liked you the first day. In the yard. You had sawdust in your hair and you couldn’t get a sentence out and you rang my mother’s order up wrong twice. I thought, that is a decent man and he is going to be decent for the rest of his life, and I was right, and I have never once been wrong about that in twenty years.”

“But.”

“But I married you because your father owned four acres and a sign and my mother cleaned houses in this town and I was nineteen years old and I had done the sums.” Flat. No apology anywhere in it. “I have never lied to you about that, Paul. Not once, not in twenty years. I have never told you I married you for love and I have never let you say it out loud where I’d have to agree with it. That’s the only clean thing I’ve got and I’ve kept it clean on purpose.”

“I know.”

“You do know. That’s why you’ve never asked me before.” She takes a drink. “And the other bit. The bit you actually asked. No. Not the way you mean. I never wanted you like that. Not at twenty-six and not at thirty and not before the trouble started.” She waits until I look up. “I sat in that front room the other night and told you I went down there because you can’t anymore. That was true and it was not the whole of it, and I handed you the half that was easier to carry, because you had just given me something and I was not going to do the rest of it to you in the same hour. But this did not begin when your body quit on you. That is the story you’ve been telling yourself and it is a kind story and it is not true.”

The pen is sitting there on the envelope. The refrigerator hums.

“Say the rest of it,” I say. My voice comes out wrong.

“You sure.”

“Say the rest of it.”

“I was pretending before,” Mara says. “The whole time. Twenty years. I got good at it, and you never caught me, and I want you to understand that being good at it was the hardest work I have ever done in my life, harder than any job I never had to take because I married you.”

“Mara.”

“No, let me get all of it out, because I am not doing this twice.” She looks at me over the cup and she does not blink. “You have a version of me in your head where I went quiet because you got sick. That is not what happened and I want it gone. I have wanted fucking every day of my adult life. Every day, Paul. Through all of it. There has not been one week in twenty years where I have not wanted it, and I have spent every one of them in this house being a woman who doesn’t, and I got so good at being her that you slept beside me the whole time and never once caught me at it.”

She sets the cup down.

“That was not your doing. You never asked me for it. I put it on myself the day I moved in here because the alternative was a smaller house, and I would do it again, and the only reason I am telling you now is that I am never doing it again.”

I have been hard since she said nine inches and I am still hard now, while my wife explains that she has been acting for two decades, and I sit very still and keep both hands on the table and hate that it has not gone anywhere.

She sets the cup down. “And that’s what the trip was. You’ve had the facts of it since the front room. Here’s the part underneath them. It was never that man. I could not pick him out of two men standing in this kitchen and I could not have the week after I got back. What I got down there was four days of not performing, and that is the entire content of it, and when I picked it back up at the county line it had got so heavy in four days that I nearly could not carry it up the drive. I wasn’t in love with anybody. I just got a rest.”

I am looking at the table. There is a ring on it from a glass, years old, that we have never sanded out.

“And then you stopped,” she says.

“Stopped what.”

“Trying. Two years ago.” Her voice does not change. “And I know exactly what that cost you, and I watched you decide it every night for about six months, and I have never in my life felt worse about anything than I felt watching you lie there deciding not to reach over. But Paul.” She waits until I look up. “It was the first time in eighteen years I got to lie in my own bed and not perform. You have no idea. You cannot possibly have any idea what it was like to stop having to make the noise.”

She thanks me. That is what is coming and I can see it coming and I cannot get out of the way. She is going to thank me. Like I finally got her a gift that fit.

“So when you came home Thursday night,” she says, “and stood in that doorway and told me you’d asked Wade, do you know what that actually was, from where I sit?”

“Tell me.”

“It was you letting me stop for good.” She reaches across the table and puts two fingers on the back of my hand, on the knuckle, and leaves them there. “That’s it. That’s the whole gift. Not the man. The man is very good and I am going to be sore twice a week for the rest of the year and I am not going to pretend I’m not glad about that. But that isn’t what you gave me. You gave me a house where nobody’s acting.”

“Mara.”

“Thank you,” my wife says.

There it is. Second time in three days. The first time she said it across a coffee table with her feet on an ottoman and I told myself she was being kind. She is not being kind. She is settling an account.

“You don’t have to thank me,” I say.

“I absolutely do. You have no idea what you did.” She takes her hand back and wraps it around the cup again. “And I’ll tell you the other half of it since we’re doing this. Nothing else changes. I’m not leaving. I was never going to leave, not for him and not for anybody, and not because I’m noble, because I’m not.” She tips her head at the table between us. “That’s the deal. That’s always been the deal. I live in this house and I drive that car and I have never worked a day and I have not once had to look at a bill in twenty years, and you know all that, and I know you know it, and I’m not going to sit here this morning and dress it up as something prettier just because we finally started telling the truth in this kitchen.”

The bills are between us. Four of them signed and five of them not. My name on every one.

“I know what I am,” I say.

“You’re the man who pays for the house.” She says it without one gram of cruelty and it goes through me like a bar through a window. “And you’re the man who fixed the one thing about it that was broken. Both of those are true and I’m not ranking them.”

“Did you think about me?” I say. “Last night. At any point in it.”

She does not soften it and she does not take a second over it.

“No,” she says. “Not once. Not from the minute he got the first of it into me until I woke up.” She picks the cup back up. “I know I looked at you. I know what I said, and I meant it when I said it. But I wasn’t thinking about you, Paul. There wasn’t any room in there for anybody.”

And then she looks down.

She has a clear line under that table from where she is sitting. I am in work pants because I am always in work pants and there is nothing on this earth I could have done about the last four minutes.

She does not look away and she does not make a joke.

“Okay,” she says softly.

“Mara.”

“No, it’s all right.” And my wife gets up, and it costs her, and she comes around the end of the table and stands next to my chair, and she puts her hand down flat on the front of my pants.

Her palm is warm right through the fabric. She is close enough that the whole of her comes over me at once, that stale sex smell and the sweat that is not hers and the coffee on her breath, and for about a second and a half it is the best thing that has happened to me in two years. I am hard under my wife’s hand, on me for the first time since the summer before last, and some absolutely stupid part of me says, there, see, it was never the problem. It was only ever that nobody was asking.

Then it starts to go.

It goes the way it went at my father’s desk and the way it went in a pull-off by the grain bins, exactly the same, no different, a slackness at the root and then the long drain, and she feels every second of it happen under her hand because she is holding it while it happens. She does not grip harder. She does not try. She lets it go soft in her palm and keeps her hand there the whole way down, and neither of us says anything at all, and the refrigerator hums, and somebody’s mower is still going two streets over.

She takes her hand back and puts it on my shoulder instead.

“Yeah,” she says.

That is all. One syllable. The same syllable Wade said to me in a locker room, and neither of them meant anything by it, and it is the only word in the English language that fits.

“It works,” I say. My voice is ruined. “It works fine when I’m.”

“When you’re watching.”

“Yes.”

“I know. I could see it last night from the bed.” She is standing over me with her hand on my shoulder and she says the next part like a woman reading a level. “It’s not broken, Paul. It just isn’t for me. I don’t think it has been for a long while and I don’t think last night did that, I think last night let us both see it.”

“That’s a hell of a thing to hear.”

“It’s a hell of a thing to say.” Her hand moves once on my shoulder. “I could sit here and work at it for twenty minutes and get nowhere and we’d both feel like hell and it would be exactly the same as every night for the last two years, and I’ve done my twenty years of that. So I’m not going to. And you don’t have to lie awake tonight deciding whether that means I’ve given up on you, because it doesn’t. It means we’ve stopped.”

I sit there in my own kitchen with my wife’s hand on my shoulder and nothing at all going on in my lap, and the thing that comes up in me is not what it should be.

It is that same wide quiet. The one from the hallway. The knot across my shoulders that let go last night in the dark comes off again, further this time, and I sit at my kitchen table on a Saturday morning and understand that I have just been let off a hook I have been hanging on since before either of us stopped counting.

Nobody is going to ask me again. Not tonight. Not next week. It has been said out loud in a kitchen by the person it mattered to and it is over.

“Okay,” I say.

“Okay.” She takes her hand off my shoulder. “Now eat something, you look like a ghost.”

She goes and gets the eggs out and she stands at my stove in my shirt with her hair not brushed and makes me two eggs the way I like them, and she moves around that kitchen slowly and carefully because of what a man did to her in the next room ten hours ago, and I sit at the table with a stack of bills that have my name on them and watch my wife cook my breakfast and I have never loved her more or been further away from her in my life.

She puts the plate down in front of me.

“I’ll do the sheets,” she says.

“I’ve got the sheets.”

She stops with her hand on the back of the other chair.

“Paul.”

“I’ve got them. You can’t bend down and I’m up anyway.”

And my wife looks at me for a good three seconds, and something goes across her face that I am not able to read, and it is not pity and it is not triumph, and she says, “All right. Thank you,” and lets me have it.

That is twice in one morning.

. . .

She goes into town at half nine.

She showers first, finally, and comes out in the blue thing with her hair wet, and she does her mouth properly and puts the small gold hoops in, and by the time she is at the door she is moving nearly the way she always moves. Nearly. There is still that pause in it.

And the foot has started again.

I catch it while she is standing in the hall doing her sandal, one heel up on the second stair, and the other foot is tapping the floorboard, quick, four times and a stop and four times again. That motor. Twelve hours ago it was off. It was off the way a switch is off, for the first time in twenty years, and I stood there in my bedroom and watched a woman I have never once seen come to rest lie on my sheets with everything in her at a dead stop.

And now it is going again, and she is going into town, and it is Saturday, and next Friday is six days away.

I stand in my own hall doing that piece of arithmetic. Six days. And I think about what this house is going to be like on Wednesday, and I understand, standing there with a dish towel in my hand, that I have not solved anything. I have put a thing in this marriage that runs out. It wears off, and when it wears off she will need it again, and every week for the rest of my life I am going to be watching the level in my wife go down and counting the days until a truck comes back up my drive to fill it.

And my body answers that thought immediately, right there in the hall, the way it now answers everything.

She gets her bag off the hook.

“Do you need anything from town.”

“No.”

“I might be a while. I want to look at the paint again.”

“Take your time.”

And she comes over and she puts her hand flat on my chest the way she did last night at twenty of seven, in the same place, and she goes up on her toes, and she kisses my cheek. Slow. It lands just at the corner of my jaw and she leaves it there half a beat longer than the kiss needs, and I can feel her mouth and the warmth of her breath and the whole soft weight of her against my arm, and she smells like soap now, and under the soap, still, faintly, not entirely gone, him.

“You don’t have to pretend anymore either,” my wife says against my face. “Took you long enough.”

Then she goes out, and the screen bangs, and her car starts, and I stand in my own front hall with a dish towel and listen to her go down the drive and turn onto the road toward Main Street, where she will park in front of my building with my name on it in letters two feet high and walk past the counter I stand behind and go and look at paint she is not going to buy.

I strip that bed at ten past ten with the window up.

The wet patch has gone cold and stiff in the middle of the good white sheet, a dinner-plate ring of it dried yellow at the rim, and there is a second one further down where she was on her side. Her hair is on the pillow. There is one long dark one over on my half as well, which means she came across at some point in the night, and I stand there working out when. I get the fitted sheet off the corners and gather the whole lot up against my chest, and the smell comes up out of it into my face all at once, her and him and the two of them together, and I hold my wife’s sheets against my chest in my own bedroom on a Saturday morning and breathe it in on purpose for about four seconds before I carry them down the hall.

I go back into the kitchen. The plate is in the sink. The bills are still on the table where I left them, four signed and five to go, and I sit down in front of them and pick up the pen.

I am so hard I cannot get comfortable in the chair. It is there under the table exactly the way it was there the whole time, full and aching and still, and I do not touch it, and I do not shift in the chair to make room, because the discomfort is the whole point now.

I write out the water company and I write out the propane and I sign my name at the bottom of each one, that small looping P my father made before me, and my hand is steady, and the mill whistle goes across town at ten for the half shift, and out in the drive the dew has burned off and there is nothing left on the gravel at all.


One of Many

The diner opens at five thirty and I have been going in at a quarter of seven three days a week for most of my adult life, and in all that time I have never once sat anywhere but the second stool from the register.

It smells the way it has always smelled, which is coffee that has been on the burner since before dawn and gone bitter and past bitter into something else, and the fryer oil, and the flat sweetish steam off the grill where Junie has been laying bacon since five, and under all of it the cold-ash smell that comes off the coats of the men who smoke in the lot before they come in. There is a ceiling fan over the middle booths that has clicked once per revolution since the year my father died. Nobody has ever fixed it and nobody ever will, because at this point fixing it would be a comment.

It is a Tuesday, and it is the third week, and I know that because I have started counting weeks the way you count anything you cannot do a thing about.

Wade is in the fourth booth back with Dell.

Dell does septic and grease traps for the whole county and drives a truck you can smell coming, and he is a small hard man about sixty with reading glasses pushed up into what is left of his hair, and he has his checkbook out on the table because he pays everybody in paper. They are talking about a leach field on the ridge road. I can hear about one word in four over the fan and the griddle and two men at the counter going at each other about a ball game.

Junie fills my cup without asking and says the eggs are slow this morning and I say I am not in a hurry, and she goes off down the counter, and I sit there with both hands around the cup and watch the fourth booth in the mirror behind the pie case, because that is what I do now.

I did not used to do this. That is the thing I want down. Three weeks ago I would have had my back to that room and my mind on a delivery window and I would not have known who was in this building. Now I come in here and the first thing I do, before the coffee, before I have my coat off, is find out who is in the room and who they are married to, and then I sit down and I watch, and I have gotten unbelievably good at it in nineteen days.

Wade slides out of the booth first. He is in the grey tee and the work pants and there is joint compound dried white on the back of one hand, and he goes to the register and puts down a five for a two-dollar coffee and does not wait on the change, and on his way past the fourth booth he puts his hand on Dell’s shoulder.

That is all it is. He does not lean down. He does not say anything I can hear. He puts a big flat hand on the man’s shoulder as he goes by, and gives it a squeeze that is over in less than a second, and Dell looks up and says something and half laughs and goes back to his checkbook.

And my own shoulder goes tight under my shirt, the same side, before I have thought one single thing about it.

Nineteen days ago that would have been a man saying goodbye to another man.

I sit on the second stool from the register with my coffee going cold and I watch it land, and I know exactly what it is, and I know it the way you know a word in your own language. It is not a signal. Nobody is signalling anything. It is the hand of a man who has been in that house on a weekday with the husband at work, put on the husband, in a room with eleven other people in it, and everybody sitting there including me can see it and there is not one single thing about it that anybody could say out loud without being the person who said it.

Dell’s wife is Corinne. She is fifty-one. She does the flowers for the church and she has a laugh you can hear across the parking lot, and about a month ago she came into the yard for four sheets of bead board for a bathroom and I carried them out to her car myself and she talked at me about her son the entire time.

I never in my life thought about Corinne until this morning.

Now I sit here and I think about her, and about the way Dell put his glasses down and went back to his checkbook after that hand came off his shoulder, and about the fact that the man has a checkbook out at seven in the morning in a diner because he pays for things, that is what he does, that is his whole function in the arrangement, and I feel the whole flat weight of the last three weeks come down on me at once at a lunch counter with a plate of eggs I have not touched.

Nineteen days and I have learned to read one hand on one shoulder. Give me nine years and I will be able to sit under it with my glasses pushed up in my hair and go back to my checkbook without losing my place, and the worst thing in this room is that I can see exactly how a man gets from here to there.

Junie asks if the eggs are all right and I tell her they are fine and eat them so she will stop looking at me.

The weeks go the way weeks go here.

Wade comes Fridays. That is the shape it has taken without anybody sitting down and agreeing to it, the way most things here get agreed to, which is that it happened twice and now it is a fact. He comes at seven and he is gone by ten or half past, and I sit in my chair with my hands on the wooden arms and I do not touch myself, and in the morning I strip the bed.

And in between the Fridays I drive around this town in the daylight with my eyes open for the first time in my life.

There is a white three-quarter ton with a ladder rack and a peeling magnetic sign, and I know it at a quarter mile, and so does everybody else, and it is everywhere. It has always been everywhere. That is the part that keeps taking my legs out from under me. I have been driving past that truck since I was twenty-six years old. It has been sitting in this town’s driveways the entire length of my marriage, on the north side and out on the ridge road and behind the old feed store where Bettina and Sal live, at ten in the morning on a Wednesday with the front door standing open and nobody’s car in the drive but hers, and I have gone past it four thousand times on my way to somewhere and never once had a thought.

Now I have the thought every time, and it is not a thought so much as a click, the way a meter clicks over.

Darlene’s kitchen has been going on for five months. Renzo said so at my own counter with Wade standing right there and Wade said it was a big kitchen and Renzo laughed once and looked at the floor and I rang up an order and thought nothing about any of it. Darlene came in for paint the week before that and put a weight on the word kitchen that I heard and filed and did not open.

I go out to the north side on a Thursday to look at a stack of returns, and coming back I sit at the four-way with my blinker going for the turn to the yard, and there is a second in there, a whole clean second with my hand on the stalk and nobody behind me, where I could go left and be at my own counter in four minutes. I put the blinker off and go straight. I am not going to pretend that is anything else.

The truck is in Darlene’s drive at eleven in the morning.

I see it from two hundred yards out and something goes through me low and hot before I have finished working out what I am looking at. The heat gets there a full second ahead of the thought. I go past at thirty and do not turn my head. Emmett’s car is at the plant where it is every weekday until six.

And here is what I have learned to look for, and God help me, I am good at it.

I see Darlene four days later at the register in the grocery, and she is buying nothing, four or five things, and she is standing in that line perfectly still.

I know that stillness. Three weeks ago I sat six feet away in my own bedroom and watched a stocky bellied man from down my road put that exact stillness into a woman I have never once in twenty years managed to get to sit down, and I have not been able to unsee it since, and now I am finding it on other people in the daylight.

Darlene in the grocery line has her weight on both feet. Her hands are on the handle of the cart and they are not doing anything. She is looking at the gum rack with no expression at all on her face, easy, quiet-eyed, in the middle of a Tuesday, and when the young woman says next she takes a second to come back from wherever she has been.

Nobody else in that store sees one thing. There is nothing to see. There is a woman in a line.

I stand four people back with a jug of milk in my hand and read my whole town off one woman’s face at a grocery register.

. . .

By Wednesday of the fourth week I have started to understand the other half of it, which is the falling off.

She is fine Saturday. Saturday she is slow and sore and pleasant and moves around the house like something set down carefully, and Sunday she is still mostly quiet, and Monday there is a little of it left in the morning and gone by supper. Tuesday the foot is going again. Wednesday she is up twice in the night and I hear her go out to the kitchen and stand there and come back.

Wednesday evening I come in at six twenty with the yard on me, the pine and the sawdust and the creosote that never comes out of anything, and she has moved the whole front room around. Not cleaned it. Moved it. The couch is off the wall at an angle and the two chairs are turned in toward each other and there is a lamp on the floor with the cord still in the wall.

“I hated it the other way,” she says.

“All right.”

“Don’t say all right in that voice.”

“It’s the only voice I’ve got.”

She stands in the middle of it with her hands on her hips looking at what she has done, and she is barefoot in a pair of cutoffs and one of my undershirts with the neck gone loose, and her hair is up off her neck in a clip with about half of it fallen out of it, and she is not looking at the furniture at all.

She gets the lamp plugged in somewhere else. She goes and stands at the window over the sink. She comes back.

At about ten of nine I am at the sink doing the last of the dishes and she comes and stands in the doorway with her arms crossed.

“It’s Wednesday,” she says.

“I know what day it is.”

“Two more days. It’s ridiculous, I know it’s ridiculous.” She has one bare foot up on the inside of the other ankle and the standing one is rocking a little on the tile, and she is not aware of one bit of it. “I can’t read. I sat down with that catalogue for forty minutes and I could not tell you one thing that was in it. It’s like having a wasp in the room.”

“You could take something.”

“I don’t want to take something.” She pushes her hair back off her forehead with the back of her wrist. “I want Friday.”

And I stand at my own sink with my hands in the water and my wife six feet behind me telling the ceiling she wants Friday, and I feel the whole thing turn over in my chest.

I dry my hands on the towel. And then I say it, before I have decided anything, the same way I said the other thing to a man in a locker room.

“I could do something about it.”

My wife looks at me.

That is the beat. That is the one I am going to be carrying around this town for the rest of my life, and the whole of it takes about a second and a half. She looks at me across my own kitchen and I watch her work out what I mean. Not decide. Work out. There is a gap in there, short and entirely honest, where a woman hears her husband of twenty years offer to put his hands on her and has to go and find the shelf that offer belongs on, because it is not one of the things that were on the table in this house tonight and it has not been on any table in this house in a long time.

Then it arrives, and I watch her be kind about it, and the kindness is worse than the gap.

“Oh,” she says. “Paul.”

“It’s all right.”

“No, hang on, don’t do that. Don’t put it away that fast.” She comes into the kitchen properly and puts her hip against the counter and makes herself look at me while she does it, and both her feet go flat on the tile and stop. “You’d be good at it. You were always good at that, and I don’t believe I’ve said so to you in fifteen years, and I should have, about a thousand times.”

“But.”

“But I know what’s coming Friday.” She says it plainly. She is not enjoying one second of it and she does not soften a word. “My body knows what’s coming Friday. It has known since about Monday. And next to that, tonight, this would be.” She goes looking for it and does not find anything better. “It’d be a glass of water. When a glass of water is what you want there’s nothing better in the world. It doesn’t do a thing for what I’ve got.”

And I look down at my wife’s bare feet on my kitchen tile.

Both of them flat. Dead still. They have not been still all evening and they were not still all week, and they are still now, because she is concentrating, because turning her husband down gently is a thing that has her whole attention. Twenty years and I never once got that motor to stop with anything I had in my hands. I have got it to stop tonight by offering.

The tap is still running. I reach over and shut it off.

“All right,” I say.

“Don’t say all right in that voice.”

“It’s the only voice I’ve got.”

And my wife laughs at that, one breath out through her nose, hnh, and it is a real one, and she comes over and puts her hand flat on my chest the way she does, in the same place she put it at twenty of seven on the first Friday, and leaves it there.

“Thank you for saying it,” she says.

Three weeks and I have started to flinch at that word out of her. An actual flinch, up in the shoulders, before she has finished saying it. She is not being cruel. She has never once been cruel. She thanks me every time and every time it is exact, and thanking me for the offer is how she puts the offer down without either of us having to watch it hit the floor.

“I’m going to run a bath,” she says.

She goes up the hall, and by the third floorboard the motor is back on under her and she has no idea it was ever off, and the taps start, and after a while I get the smell of whatever she puts in that water coming down to the kitchen over the top of the pine and the sawdust I brought in on my clothes.

I stand at my own sink with the towel in my hands for a good while.

I am hard. It came up somewhere around the glass of water and it has not gone anywhere, and there was not one thing in that kitchen for it to come up about. Nobody touched me. Nobody was going to. My wife stood four feet away and told me plainly that the best I have got is a glass of water to a woman who is thirsty for something else, and my body heard that and answered it, and I put the towel over the rail and go and turn off the front room lamp she moved and do not put a hand on myself.

She is in that tub the better part of an hour.

And I sit in the dark front room she rearranged, in a chair that is facing the wrong way now, and I count it out like a delivery. Two days. Then a Friday, and two and a half hours, and then Saturday and Sunday and it starts running down again, and the next Wednesday will be exactly this Wednesday, and so will the one after it.

. . .

The church social is the last Sunday of the month and there has never been one year of my life I have not gone.

It is in the fellowship hall behind the church, which is a long low room with a floor the color of weak tea from forty years of wax on wax, and two rows of folding tables under the windows, and a coffee urn the size of a water heater that somebody plugs in at nine and nobody unplugs until four. It smells like floor wax and casseroles kept warm in foil and the sheet cake from the market with the shortening frosting, and lilies off the altar carried through in a bucket, and coffee that has been in the urn since morning. There are maybe a hundred and forty people in this room. The kids are outside behind the parsonage where they have always been. The screen door on the side bangs about every forty seconds.

Everybody I have ever known is in here.

Mara comes because she has always come, and she stands over by the windows with a paper plate she is not eating off, in a green dress with a collar, doing her civic duty, and she is lovely, and about nine men have already found a reason to walk past that window.

I stand near the urn with Renzo and a man from the co-op and we talk about the setback rule, which we have talked about at every gathering in this county for a year, and I hold a cup of coffee and say the four things you say.

Wade comes in at about half past one with a covered dish.

That is the whole entrance. Janelle is already here and has been since noon because Janelle is on the committee, and he comes in through the side door with a nine by thirteen pan in two oven mitts and puts it down on the table with the other hot dishes and goes and finds her and says something to her, and she takes the mitts off him and swats him with one of them for putting it in the wrong spot, and he moves it, and that is a marriage of twenty years in a church hall on a Sunday and there is nothing wrong with it.

He gets a plate and starts down the tables.

I have thought about the next thirty seconds every day since.

He goes down that line of covered dishes at his own speed with a paper plate, and he is not looking at anybody, and he takes some of the ham and he takes a scoop of the beans and he says something to Bettina about her pan of whatever it is and she says something back, and he goes on.

And on his way down that room, three women track him.

Not all at once and none of them for very long. Corinne, in the middle of a conversation with two other women, turns her head about fifteen degrees and follows him from the beans to the end of the table and comes back to her conversation without missing a beat of it. Darlene, sitting down at the second table with her plate, does not turn her head at all, she just lifts her eyes and holds him the whole way past and puts them back down on her food. Bettina, who has already spoken to him, watches him go for four full seconds after he is past her, holding a serving spoon, not doing anything with it.

There is a fourth and I do not have to go hunting for her.

My wife is over by the windows in the green dress with a paper plate she is not eating off. She does not turn her head fifteen degrees the way Corinne does. She does not lift her eyes off her food and hold him the way Darlene does. She does not stand there four full seconds with a serving spoon in her hand doing nothing with it. She does not do one of the things those women do. She goes right on with whatever she is telling Junie’s mother, and she does not stop talking and she does not lose her place, and somewhere in the middle of her own sentence her eyes drop to about the height of that man’s belt while he crosses the end of the table, and come back up, and the whole of it takes about a quarter of a second.

Eight years of practice. That is what eight years of practice looks like, and I would not have caught it a month ago, and I would not have known what I was looking at if she had not sat at my kitchen table three weeks back and handed me the whole thing herself.

Nobody else in this hall got it. I would put the yard on that. Corinne was sloppy and Bettina was sloppy and my wife did the identical thing they did and did it so well that the only man alive who could have seen it is the one who married her, and I am also the one man in this room she does not have to hide it from anymore.

Three weeks of this and I am well on my way to seeing it everywhere, and I am not wrong about this one. There is nothing hungry in it and that is exactly how I know. Not one of them is looking at him with any want in her face at all. They look at him the way you look at a date on the calendar. They are checking he is in the room. It is a room full of people they have known their whole lives and they have registered where he is and gone back to what they were saying.

Emmett is standing eight feet from Darlene with a cup of coffee, talking to the man from the co-op about a transmission.

Dell is by the door with his glasses up in his hair.

Sal is holding a baby that belongs to somebody else.

Not one of them looks up.

And that is the thing that finally gets all the way into me, standing by a coffee urn in a room I have been standing in since I was five years old. Not one of those men looks up, and it is not because they do not know. Dell knows. Dell had that hand on his shoulder in a diner on a Tuesday in front of eleven people. Emmett has been paying for a kitchen for five months. They know, and their wives know they know, and Janelle is across the room with a marker writing names on the bottom of casserole dishes so everybody gets their own pan back, and she knows, and there is not one person in this hall who is being fooled about anything.

It is just that there is no way to say it in here.

That is what makes it unbearable and that is what makes it work. The room is pleasant. The coffee is bad and the ham is good and somebody’s mother is being helped into a folding chair and two men are laughing about a dog, and the whole thing is held in place by the simple fact that there is no sentence anybody could say out loud in this room that would not immediately be the worst thing that ever happened to them. So nobody says it, and it has therefore never happened, and it has been not happening in this town since before I was born.

Emmett catches me looking at him.

I do not have time to get my face right. He is looking back at me over the top of a foam cup from eight feet away, and I have just been staring at him with everything I have been thinking about him sitting right out in the open on my face, and I brace for it.

And Emmett gives me a nod.

That is all. A small one, an inch, chin down and up. The nod you give a man at the far end of a hardware aisle. He does it and he goes straight back to the transmission, and it is over in less time than it takes to describe, and I stand there by the urn and feel the floor of my life shift under me.

There was nothing in it. No pity. No warning and no invitation and no joke. There was no version of it that said we two are in something together, because a thing you are in together is a thing you have named, and this has no name and never will. It was the nod of a man acknowledging another man who happens to be standing there. It was so ordinary that if I had not spent three weeks learning to read this room I would not have registered it at all.

That is what I am now. I am another man who happens to be standing there.

And this is where it comes to me. Not as a decision. It is simply there, finished, arrived at without any help from me.

It was never fair.

For three weeks I have been going at this thing looking for the fault in it. Somewhere back there a wrong turn, a doctor I did not go to, a year I let go by, a way I could have been that would have come out different. And there is no fault in it. There is nothing to find. Wade got a body that can walk into a room and finish what a woman needs, easy, without trying, without ever having to be clever or say the right thing, and he did not earn one inch of it and he knows he did not, he told me so himself sitting on a bench with his shoes lined up square underneath it. And I got the body I got. And at the one thing, the thing that turns out to matter to my wife more than the house or the yard or every single day of me being decent to her, I am a disaster. I always was. I was a disaster at it when I was twenty-six and everything worked and I could go three times on a Sunday, because it was never about whether it worked. I was under five inches then too. There was a place in my wife nobody had ever been and I slept next to it for twenty years and never got near it, and I would not have gotten near it if the ED had never happened at all.

Nobody did that to me. There is nobody in this hall to be angry at, and there is nobody outside it either, and there is no arrangement anywhere that anybody set up. It is how the bodies came out. That is the whole of the explanation and there is not one further inch of it to dig into.

I thought knowing that all the way down would kill me.

I have been arguing with this for two years and I have been arguing with it in an empty room. There was never anything on the other side of the argument. I was never going to win it and I was never going to lose it either, because there was nobody in it but me.

And I stand by a coffee urn in a church fellowship hall on the last Sunday of the month with a bad cup of coffee going cold in my hand, and I feel my shoulders come down.

That is the only way I can put it and it is exactly what happens. The whole set of me across the top of the back, the thing I have been carrying since the summer before last and had stopped being able to feel because you stop feeling a thing you never put down, lets go, out in public, in a room with a hundred and forty people in it, while a woman I have known since grade school tells me about her hip.

And underneath it, quiet and immediate and utterly without shame about itself, my body answers.

Not all the way. Not in a church hall. Just the beginning of it, the low heavy pull at the root of me, the first warmth of it starting to gather while I stand there in a good shirt holding a foam cup and concede, finally and completely, that I was never the one and could not have been.

I look across the room at my wife by the window in the green dress, with her paper plate, being looked at by nine men, and I know for a fact that she is counting the days until Friday, and I am hard about it in the fellowship hall of my own church.

Wade comes past with his plate.

He is not going anywhere in particular. He is a man crossing a room. He has ham and beans and two of those rolls and a paper cup of the punch, and he sees me and comes over the way he would come over anywhere, and stands next to me by the urn and says the yard shorted him two boxes of joist hangers on Thursday and he will need them by the tenth.

“I’ll pull them myself in the morning,” I say.

“No hurry on it. Tenth’s fine.”

“They’ll be there.”

“Good,” he says, and eats a roll in about two bites and looks out at the room the way anybody looks out at a room.

And then he is done and he moves off toward Janelle, and on the way he puts his hand on my shoulder.

He does it in the middle of that hall in front of the whole town, with a paper plate in his other hand and one of those rolls still in his mouth. A big flat hand landing on the top of my shoulder, and the weight of it going down through me into the wax floor, and one squeeze, and then he takes it back and keeps walking and says something to Janelle about the pan.

Nobody looks up.

Renzo does not look up. Dell does not look up. The man from the co-op goes right on about the setback rule. Junie’s mother is being helped into a chair and Bettina is cutting the sheet cake and somebody’s kid comes in through the side door and bangs the screen and gets told to get back out, and a hundred and forty people who have known me since I was born watch a man put his hand on my shoulder in a church hall and not one of them so much as pauses, because there is nothing in this room that needs explaining to anybody in it.

They already know how it goes.

They always have.

I stand there with my coffee and let my shoulder keep the shape of it, and across the room my wife catches my eye through the crowd, and she does not smile and she does not look away, and her foot, in a green dress with her paper plate, in front of the whole town, is going.


His Place

The truck is in my drive when I come up the road at six twenty on a Tuesday, and I know it from the bend, the way I know every truck in this town, and my body knows it before I have finished knowing it.

That is the first thing that has changed. It used to be Fridays. Fridays and nothing else, and I would close the yard at noon and drive home with my hands at ten and two and there would be a whole afternoon of the house getting ready around me. Now it is Tuesdays too, and sometimes a Thursday, and there is no calendar anywhere and nobody has ever once said out loud that it has gone from one night to three. It went the way the rest of it went. It happened, and then it happened again, and now it is a fact about my week the same as the mill whistle.

He is parked square in the middle of my gravel, not off to the side the way a man parks when he is being considerate about somebody else coming home. Nose out. Ladder rack empty. The magnetic sign peeling at the corner the way it has always peeled.

I pull in behind him and shut off the engine and sit there a second in my own drive with the yard still on me, the pine and the sawdust and the creosote in my shirt and my hair, and I look at the back of that truck.

Ruthanne is two doors up in a lawn chair with a glass of something and she raises two fingers off the arm of it when I get out. I raise two back. A contractor’s truck is in a driveway on a Tuesday evening and there is not one thing about that worth a woman lifting herself out of a chair over.

He has a key. That is the other thing that changed, and it changed about ten days ago, and I found out about it the way I find out about everything now, which is afterward and by accident. I came home and the door was locked and his truck was in the drive and I stood on my own porch for a second doing arithmetic before I understood, and when I got inside Mara said, over her shoulder, easy, that she had given him one, that it was stupid for him to sit out there if she was in the shower.

Half this town leaves that man a key. Ours went on the ring last, is all.

I go up my own porch steps and the boards give the way they give and I stop with my hand on the screen door.

I can hear it from here.

Not words. The frame of my bed going against the wall in the back of the house, that regular knock, and under it the sound of my wife, which is not a sound she made in this house for two years and is now a sound this house makes about three evenings a week. It comes down the hall and through the kitchen and out through the screen into my yard where anybody could stand and hear it, and nobody ever will, because nobody comes up this drive but him.

I stand there and let my hand rest on the door frame and I am already going hard in my work pants on my own porch with my keys in my hand.

He is in there and I am out here and the door is not locked to me. It has never once been locked to me. Nobody has ever kept me out of one room in this house. I am the one who stops on the porch.

I go in.

The kitchen is warm and the air is running and there is a plate in the sink with her lunch on it and his boots are by the door. Not lined up square tonight. One on its side. He came in and got them off fast and that small fact goes through me like a wire, because it means she met him at the door, because it means whatever happened started in my kitchen before it got up the hall.

There is a thing I do now, and I do it standing in my own kitchen with the light off.

I take my clothes off.

She told me about three weeks ago, in the middle of a Tuesday, in the same flat voice she uses about the propane. That she did not want me sitting in that chair in my work clothes any more, watching her with my hands on the arms like a man at a hearing. That if I was going to be in the room I could be in the room properly. She did not explain what properly meant and I did not ask, and I have not asked since, and I have done it every time.

So I stand in the dark of my kitchen at six thirty in the evening and I get the shirt off over my head and hang it on the back of a chair, and I get my boots off, and my work pants, and my shorts, and I fold none of it, and I stand there naked in the kitchen I have eaten twenty years of breakfast in, the cold air off the register going over skin that has been in ninety-degree yard heat all afternoon, the pine and the creosote still on me because I have not showered and because nobody in that room is going to be close enough to smell what I smell like, and my cock is already up and aching against my own belly.

Four and three quarters. That is what is standing up off me in the dark. I have known that number since I was nineteen and I have never once been able to make it mean anything else, and I have never in my life been more aware of it than I am going up my own hallway with it leading the way and the sound getting louder with every board, and I know which boards creak because I have always known it, and I put my feet where they do not.

The door is open. Not not-quite-closed the way it was that first Friday. Wide open, all the way back against the stop, and the lamp with the tea-colored shade is on, and my bedroom is right there at the end of the hall in that soft brown-gold light with everything happening in it.

. . .

He has her on the edge of the bed.

That is the first thing and it takes me a second to build it, because it is not how I have seen this. He is standing on the floor at the foot of my bed with his boots off and his belly against the back of her thighs, and my wife is on her back with her hips right at the edge of the mattress and her legs up over his forearms, and he has her folded nearly in half with her knees pushed back toward her own shoulders and her ass lifted clear off the sheet.

He is fucking her slowly. That is the other thing. There is no hurry anywhere in that man. He goes in and he stops and he comes back and he goes in again, and the whole heavy weight of him is behind every one of them, and the bed frame knocks the wall on the third one out of every four.

I stand in the doorway of my own bedroom naked with my heart going in my throat, and for a while neither of them knows I am there, and I get to look.

The smell hits me before anything. He has come off a job. That whole day is still on him, the sweat that dried at noon and got sweated over at three and again at five, and the sun, and the leather of the belt, and drywall dust, and under all of it now, warm and thick in a closed room with the air running, the smell of my wife’s cunt on a man who has been in it a while. It is in the room the way woodsmoke is in a room. I breathe it in standing in my own doorway and my cock jumps against my belly without one thing touching it.

And I know where the drywall dust came from. That is the part nobody could have told me about in advance. It is off a lift of half-inch I sold him on Thursday and pulled myself and put up on his rack with my own hands, and I know the ticket number and I know the house it went to and I know whose name is on that account, and so does every man who was standing at my counter while he paid for it. He was in that house until about four. He did not wash. He came here off it with somebody else’s plaster still in the hair on his arms and put his hands on my wife.

And I can see it. That is what the folding is for, and I understand that about four seconds in, that he has put her in that position because it opens her up flat to the room, and the room is me.

His cock is going into my wife six feet in front of my face and I can see every inch of it work.

It is worse in the light and it is worse from behind him. In the locker room it hung. Here it is hard and it is in her and I can see the size of it against the size of her, and my wife weighs a hundred and fifteen pounds and there is nothing spare on her anywhere, and the thing splitting her is as thick as my wrist. Her lips are pulled up around it and gone pale and thin at the rim, stretched to nothing, shining wet all the way, and every time he comes back out I can see the whole slick length of him appear, ridged and dark and streaming with her, and see her body come with it, see the pink of her get tugged out and then shoved back in on the next one. Her clit is standing up swollen and dark at the top of all that, unhooded, shining, and it gets dragged and let go on every stroke, and nothing on this earth is touching it but the movement of him going in and out.

There is a pale ring of latex stranded a good way up the shaft. It has not moved since he put it on. Below it there are two or three bare inches of him, the whole thick root, wet through with my wife, going in and out of her with nothing on it at all. I stand there and do that arithmetic again the way I did it the first night, and I know exactly what is going to get asked of me before the month is out, and my body answers the arithmetic before my head is done with it.

She is making noise on every stroke. Not words. Uh. Uh. Uh. Punched out of her, one per, the sound a person makes when the air is being moved for them.

And then she opens her eyes and sees me in the doorway.

She does not startle and she does not cover anything and she does not stop. She looks at me upside down and half folded with her knees against her own chest, and her eyes go over me, all of me, from my face down to what is standing up off me in the light and back to my face, and she is not unkind about it and she does not smile.

“He’s home,” she says.

“Heard him,” Wade says.

“Tell me how wet I am.”

“You’re running down my leg.”

“Say it properly.”

“You’ve soaked my pants and I’m still on the outside of you.”

She makes a small sound, not a word, satisfied, and then says, “Paul.” She has to get the breath for it. “There’s a. He wants a.”

She loses the sentence because Wade puts one all the way in her at the bottom of it and her back comes off the sheet.

He does not stop. He turns his head maybe a quarter, enough to have me in the corner of his eye, and he keeps working into my wife at exactly the same speed he has been working into my wife, and he says it the way a man says it from under a sink.

“Paul. Do me a favor. Get me a glass of water, would you.”

I am going to be honest about what happens in me, because it is the fact of my life and I have stopped arguing with the facts of my life.

There is no gap. There is no moment where I stand in that doorway and weigh it. My legs are already turning me around and taking me up my own hallway before the sentence has finished landing, and what goes through me on the way is not shame, or not only. It is something a great deal worse.

It is relief. It is the small clean relief of having been given a job.

He asked me for water like it was his house and I was the help, and I went and got it, naked, hard, and the part I cannot get around is that I was not even surprised. I was glad to have something to do with my hands.

I get a glass down from the cupboard over the sink. My hand is not steady. I stand at my own tap in the dark with the water running cold over my fingers, naked in the middle of my kitchen at twenty of seven in the evening, and the noise of my wife being fucked comes up the hall at me the whole time, that knocking, and her going uh, uh, uh, and I hold the glass under the tap and wait for it to run cold, and I check it with two fingers before I fill it.

There is a wet string hanging off me. I look down and see it and cannot do one thing about it. I am leaking clear onto my own kitchen tile without a hand anywhere near it, standing at the sink, and I have to step over the spot on the way out.

I carry it back up the hall.

He does not take it right away.

That is the whole of it, right there, and if I could keep one thing out of the rest of my life it would be that. I come around the end of my own bed with a glass of water held out in front of me and Wade has just started a long slow one into my wife and he is not going to break it for me, and so I stand there.

I stand there naked at the side of my own bed, close enough to put my hand flat on his back, holding out a glass of water like a man at a counter waiting to be told what he needs, while a bull finishes a stroke in my wife. My arm starts to shake. It is a full glass and I have been holding it out at the end of a straight arm for maybe forty seconds, and my shoulder does not care one bit what is going on in this room.

And from here I can see all of it.

I am close enough now to hear the wet. That is what the distance was hiding all this time. Six feet away in a chair you get the frame and the voice. From here I get the sound of the actual thing, the thick slick drag of him coming out of her and the softer heavier noise of him going back in, shhk, shhk, wet through, and under that the small sucking catch her body makes at the top of each one trying to keep hold of him. She is soaked. The whole inside of both her thighs is running with it and there is a dark patch spreading on my good sheet under her ass.

I can see the muscle jump in her stomach. I can see the tendon standing in her neck. I can see the flush all over her chest and throat, blotched red the way it goes, and her small breasts flat and moving with each landing and the nipples drawn up hard and dark, and her mouth open and nothing coming out of it but the sound.

And I can see her face when he bottoms out, which is a face I never once put on that woman in twenty years.

Then he finishes the stroke and stops, buried, and reaches back with one hand without looking and takes the glass out of mine.

His fingers are wet. He drinks about half of it standing there inside my wife, and I hear his throat go, and he sets the glass down on my grandmother’s dresser without a coaster, and puts his hand back under her thigh.

“Appreciate you, Paul,” he says. “Sit down before you fall down.”

And that is when it goes.

I want to put this down carefully because it is the first time and because of the way it happens.

There is no touch. Nobody has a hand on me, including me. My hands are empty and hanging at my sides. I am standing at the side of my own bed with my cock up hard against my own belly, and something turns over low in me, that pull at the root that I know from being twenty-five years old, and I think, with something like wonder, oh, I am going to.

And I try to stop it. I want that down. I stand at the side of my own bed and clench everything I have, thighs and gut and the floor of me, because it cannot happen here, not standing up, not this close to them, not with nothing touching me.

I hold it for about a second and a half.

Then, at the very edge of it, the thing lets go.

It softens in the air. I feel it happen and there is nothing on this earth I could have done about it. Whatever was holding it up puts it down, and the whole thing drops soft and small against my thigh, and I come anyway.

It is not a spurt. It does not arc anywhere. It comes out of me thick and slow in three or four long pulses I feel in my belly and my thighs and the backs of my knees, over my own knuckles because my hand has come up on its own to catch what it can, and through my fingers, and onto the floorboards of my own bedroom in a string and then a puddle about the size of a coaster.

My knees go. I have to put my other hand on the corner of the dresser.

Here is the sound my body makes: a small high thing in the back of my throat, hn, and then nothing, because I get my mouth shut.

And Mara sees it. Her eyes come open and go down my body while it is still happening, while I am still going, and she watches the last of it come out of me soft into my own hand.

Something goes through her. I see it hit her stomach and I hear Wade feel it.

“There,” he says, to her, mild, the way you would remark on weather. “That did something.”

“I know it did.”

“You got tight as a fist just then.”

“I know what I did.” She turns her face into my pillow. “Don’t talk about it. Just go.”

He does not miss a stroke and he does not look over. He works into my wife exactly as he was working into her before I came in the room, before I brought him a drink, before I emptied myself onto the floor at his hip.

That is the wound. I stood there and had waited two years for anything and it finally came out of me on my own floor, and what it got me was not a syllable addressed to my face but a conversation about my wife’s cunt getting tighter at the sight of it, conducted over my head between the two of them like a weather report.

I stand there another few seconds with my hand full and my legs unreliable.

Then I go and get a dish towel out of my own kitchen drawer. It is one of the good ones, white with the blue stripe, and I come back and get down on my knees on the boards beside my own bed. The boards are cool under me. The mattress is knocking eight inches over my head. My come has gone between the boards, into the crack, and I use the corner of the towel to get it out and then I use the whole thing. The wet sound of him in and out of her is right at my ear the whole time I do it, shhk, shhk, that thick slick drag with me kneeling under it wiping the floor.

I take my chair after that.

It is where I left it, in the corner by the door, turned fifteen degrees toward the bed, with the two dull places on the wooden arms where the finish has gone rough and where my thumbs fit. I sit down and put my hands on it and I am soft and wet and my heart is still going and there is a dish towel balled up under my chair.

She turns her head on the pillow and looks at Wade without lifting it. “Move your leg.”

“Which one.”

“The left. He can’t see.”

Wade shifts his weight and the angle opens, and I can see it better. She arranged the view.

And I watch the rest of it, and the rest of it goes on for a long time.

He gets her off the edge of the bed and up onto it properly, on her hands and knees facing the headboard, and gets up behind her with the mattress taking his weight in a long complaint, and puts a hand flat between her shoulder blades and puts her chest down into my pillow.

“Okay?”

“Yeah. God. Yeah.”

“You tell me if it’s too much.”

“It’s too much,” my wife says, “don’t stop.”

He goes into her from behind and I am at an angle now where I can see the whole length of her hanging under him, the dip of her back and her breasts pulled long and swinging, her fingers gone white in the sheet, and I can see him work.

It takes him a while to get it all in from this angle. He has to. I watch him take his time and I watch her take it in pieces, and she gets loud in a way that has nothing to do with performance, big ragged sounds coming up out of the bottom of her lungs, ahh, ahh, hnn, and about a minute in she gets one hand back behind her and puts it flat on his belly, not pushing him off, just holding on to something.

“There it is,” she says. “There, there, there.”

“Mm.”

“Twenty years I’ve been married.” She has to break it up around the strokes, her cheek in my pillow, her eyes half shut. “Twenty years, and I have never once been full. Not once in my life. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“I understand you.”

“No, I need you to. There was a part of me nobody had ever been in and I was going to die like that. And now there is not a part of me you have not been in and it opens when I hear your truck.”

“That happens.”

“It happens.” A laugh gets knocked out of her, half a sob on the end of it. “God, it happens.”

Wade shifts his knees and gets a better angle and gives her a slow one all the way in and she stops being able to talk.

I am hard again in my chair. Ten minutes after emptying myself on my own floor, forty-six years old, two years of nothing, and I am up again with my hands on the wooden arms and my heels flat, and it hurts, and I do not touch it.

“He had a towel,” she says, into the pillow, not to me. “He was doing the floor.”

“Good.”

“I told you not to stop for him.”

“I didn’t.”

Then, later, still not to me: “He’s watching.”

“I know it.”

“It’s fine. He’s fine.”

And that is the sentence. That is the one I take out and look at afterward, and it is three words long and there is not one gram of cruelty anywhere in it. My wife, being fucked past speech in my bed, breaks off to reassure the man doing it that her husband being in the room is not a problem. He’s fine. The way you say it about a dog that has come into the kitchen. I sit in my chair with my cock aching against my belly and the towel under my seat and I understand that I have become a condition of the room. Weather. Furniture that breathes.

She comes about two minutes later and it takes her apart.

I know how it goes with her now. I have learned it in a month the way you learn a road. The sounds shorten and stack up on each other, ah, ah, ah, riding right over the top of one another, and her thighs start going and cannot stop, and her hips quit taking direction from anybody and start shoving back onto him greedy and out of time, and then there is that second and a half of complete silence in the middle of all the noise where nothing comes out of her at all.

Then it tears out. AH. Hah. Hnn-AH.

Her arms give out entirely. Her face goes into my pillow and her back arches and I watch the clench go through her whole stomach, watch the muscle jump under the skin, watch her body seize down on him hard enough that he has to hold still and wait it out, and she floods, she absolutely floods, I can hear the wet of it change from where I am sitting, thicker and looser, and it runs down the inside of both her thighs while she is still going.

He works her through it and out the other side without changing one thing.

She is still shaking when she reaches back and slaps his hip and says stop, stop, laughing and crying at once the way she does, and he stops, and holds, all the way in, and she shudders and makes a small ruined sound on every breath out for about half a minute.

He does not finish. He has not finished in this house yet, not once in a month, and I have stopped expecting him to and I have not stopped noticing it.

They go again after that, on her side with her top leg up over his hip, and she comes a second time about twenty minutes later, quieter, with her hand over her own mouth, and I sit in the chair I carried up this hall myself and watch every part of it.

. . .

He is gone by half eight because he has a water heater in the morning.

He washes in my bathroom and comes back and gets dressed while my wife lies face down and boneless with the sheet down off her, and he does not swagger and he does not linger, and he says, “She’ll be sore. She’ll be all right,” to me, on the way past, the way he would tell me a filter needs changing.

I walk him out. I have put my work pants back on and nothing else and I do not know when I decided to do that.

His boots are still where he kicked them and he sits on my step to get them on and then stands up and puts his hand out, and I shake it, and there is nothing in it, nothing at all, just a big dry hand holding mine a second like he is glad to have it.

“Good man, Paul.”

And he goes down my steps and the truck starts up with the sound this whole town knows, and backs out around my truck, and turns down the road toward his own house seven or eight houses and a bend away, past Ruthanne’s, who does not look up out of her lawn chair.

The bills are on the corner of the counter when I come back in, paid Saturday, my father’s looping P at the bottom of every one. I stand there a second with my shirt hanging on the back of the chair where I left it, and then I go up the hall.

She is on her back now with one arm over her eyes and the sheet up to her ribs, and the lamp is still on, and the room smells like all three of us.

“Come here,” she says, without moving the arm.

I sit down on the edge of my own bed and it takes her a second to get herself up onto one elbow, and it costs her, and she does it anyway.

And then my wife reaches up and puts her hand along the side of my face.

Her palm is warm and there is still a shake in it. She holds my jaw the way you would hold something you did not want to drop, and her thumb moves once, and she looks at me with her eyes soft and slow and completely still, the whole motor in her stopped dead, the way it only ever stops now, and she says:

“You know what you did for me. Don’t you.”

I do not say anything.

“You do.” Her thumb moves again. “I want you to sit with that instead of whatever else you’re going to sit with tonight.”

She is grateful. That is the whole thing. There is not one drop of anything else in her face, no triumph, no apology, no unkindness anywhere, and my wife is holding my face in her hand at nine o’clock at night in the room where a man just used her for two hours, and she is thanking me with her hand.

I have been hit by a lot of it in a month. The number in her mouth at the kitchen table. The thank-you, twice, three times, four. The floor tonight.

The tenderness is worse than any of it.

She lets go and lies back down and is asleep in about ninety seconds, on her back, legs apart, breathing deep and even with everything in her at a dead stop.

I turn the lamp off.

I pick the dish towel up off the floor under my chair and take it down to the machine, and I go through the dark house checking the doors the way I do every night of my life, and the front one is unlocked because he came in that way, and I stand there with my hand on the bolt for a second and then I turn it.

Then I go back and lie down on my side of my own bed next to my wife. The sheet is still wet, cold now, and I lie down on the wet part because it is my side and because moving over would be a decision. It soaks through the back of my shirt in about a minute. I put my hands behind my head, and I am not lying awake dreading anything.

That is the part nobody would believe. There is nothing coming for me tonight. Nobody in this house is waiting on me. I am forty-six years old, I paid every bill in this kitchen on the sixth, I wiped my own come off my bedroom floor at seven, and I am going to sleep in about four minutes.

Out on the road a truck goes by, further off, somebody else’s.


Nothing In Between

By the end of the second month there is a box in my bathroom drawer and I am the one who put it there.

It happened without any conversation worth the name. Wade brought his own the first several weeks, out of the pocket of the work pants, and one Tuesday he did not have one, and there was a stretch of about ninety seconds where a heavy man stood in my bedroom with his boots already off saying he had a box in the truck, and my wife said don’t be ridiculous, and I stood naked in the doorway of my own bedroom and listened to the two of them work out logistics. The next morning Mara told me to get some in the house. So nobody was walking out to a truck in his socks. So it was handled.

There is a drugstore in this town forty yards from my counter, run by a family I have known my whole life. I got in my truck on a Thursday and drove twenty-five minutes on the one road out, past the grain bins and the pull-off where I once sat with my hand on my belt, to the highway strip where a tire place and a shut video store sit either side of the gym where I asked a man to fuck my wife.

The drugstore is at the far end of that same strip. I have never once been in it.

It smells like cold air and floor cleaner and the dusty sweetness off the candy aisle. The young woman at the register is maybe twenty-two, small and round-shouldered, black hair cut blunt at the jaw with a grown-out streak of green in it, a silver ring through one nostril, the store polo one size too big and standing up wrong at the collar. Her name tag says Yesenia. She has her phone flat under her hand and she is not looking at me and has no intention of ever looking at me.

The shelf is between the vitamins and a spinner of reading glasses, and it is four feet of it, and I stand there in a clean shirt at three in the afternoon and do the one kind of thinking I have ever been good at.

Because there are sizes. Every man in this county knows there are and not one of them has ever said the word out loud in a store. They give you a width in millimeters in a small typeface along the bottom, in a way that is built to be skipped past, and I have never skipped a number in my life. I get down on my heels in front of the bottom shelf the way I would read the grade stamp on a joist.

Fifty-two. Fifty-six. A black box at the end says fifty-nine and calls itself something with the word king in it, which is not a word a man wants to have to say to a young woman with a nose ring.

And my head does what my head does.

Fifty-nine millimeters is the number laid flat, and laid flat is half the way round, and the way round is the only figure that counts. Four and a half inches of latex to get around him.

I know what he is around, because I know what my own wrist is. I measured every part of myself at nineteen, once I had started to suspect, and I have never forgotten one of the figures. Seven inches. My wrist is seven inches around, and that is the thing my wife cannot close her hand on, and that is what has been splitting her open three nights a week for two months, and this box is built for four and a half.

And it is the biggest one they make. That is what I keep coming back around to. There is nothing above it on the shelf and nothing behind it in the back and no catalogue anybody in this state could order out of. The black box at the end of the row is the end of the line. And it goes onto him on Tuesday the way it went on last Tuesday, which is white going clear as it stretches, gone so thin by the time it stops that I can see the color of him through it from my chair by the door.

There is a box on that shelf for me.

I did not see that coming and I cannot get out from under it. Fifty-twos. Second from the left, blue, a dollar cheaper. That is my box. I have known which box was mine since I was nineteen years old and looked the number up in a library book because I already suspected, and here it is on a shelf in a strip mall with a price sticker on it. Under five inches of me. Four and three quarters, and never once any more than that. It sits a hand’s width from the black one and the two of them are not for the same job and never have been, and any woman in this county could stand where I am standing and tell you which is which without being told a thing.

Whoever stocks this shelf has nine of the blue and three of the black. Three. That is not an accident, that is a man ordering to his sales, and he has been doing it long enough to know. Nine to three. There are eight hundred people in my town and one road out of it and I sell the material to every contractor in the county, and I could stand behind my counter and put a name to every man who buys the blue, because it is all of them. It is every single one of them. And there is exactly one truck in that county the black box is for, and it parks in my drive three nights a week.

And it still does not reach. That is the other half of it, and the half she is the one lying under. It goes on stretched to nothing and it stops a good way up him anyway, a pale ring stranded with the whole bare root of him below it going into her with nothing on it at all, and I have sat six feet away in that chair and done this exact arithmetic and known what it meant.

Here is the thing I do not have, with a box in each hand.

I do not have one word to say to her about it.

A man is supposed to be able to be angry about this. There is supposed to be a speech in it somewhere, about respect, or about twenty years, or about what a wife owes, and every man in my town would nod along to whichever version I picked and not one of them would ever say it back to me afterward. And there is nothing in me anywhere to be angry with that woman about.

She is thirty-nine. She has spent twenty years in a house with a man who cannot do it, and who could not do it properly back when he could still do it at all, and four minutes down her own road there is the one of them in this county that can. Of course she wants it. Anybody alive would want it. I want it, and I am not even the one getting it.

There is no version of me that gets to stand in my own kitchen and tell that woman she is wrong.

I take two boxes of the fifty-nines, because a man who has to come back and do this a second time is a worse thing than a man who buys two.

I am forty-six years old, crouched in an aisle in the next town over sizing rubbers for another man off a shelf, and my hands are steady, and I am doing it well. This is the most competent I have felt in two months.

I put a bottle of aspirin on top of them on the way to the register, which is a thing I decide to do and which I am ashamed of before my hand is off the shelf.

Yesenia scans the aspirin. Then she turns the black box over for the code and scans that and drops it in the bag, her thumb already back on the phone before the bag is folded shut, and she does not look up, and she does not pause. “Nineteen forty.”

There is not one flicker in that young woman’s face. I am nothing at all to her. I am a man in his forties buying rubbers on a Thursday, and the only place in this world any of it has any weight is inside my own chest.

“Bag all right?”

“Bag’s fine.”

I go out into the heat coming up off the parking lot and sit in my truck and do not start it for a minute and a half.

At home I put it in the drawer under the sink. It goes in on top of the sewing tape, still coiled in its little case where she put it back the night she knelt on my bed and measured him with it. They are in the same drawer now, the tape she got the number with and the box I bought to fit it.

I stand there with my hand on the drawer front longer than a man needs to.

. . .

She rides in with me Saturday for the paint place, and the truck idles rough the first mile and a half the way it has since before we were married. She said once that it sounds like a man clearing his throat before he says something he shouldn’t.

We get four miles.

“I’m going to ask him to stop using them,” Mara says.

She says it to the windshield, bare feet up on the dash the way she has had them up on the dash since she was nineteen, one of them going, the toes flexing and letting go against the glass.

“All right.”

“That’s it?”

“You knew that’s what I’d say.”

“I knew. I wanted to hear you say it.” Now she looks over. “I’m not asking permission, and I want to be honest about that, because we don’t do the other thing in this house anymore. I’m telling you what I’m going to do, and I’m doing it in the truck so you’ve got twenty minutes to have whatever you’re going to have about it before we’re standing in a room with him.”

“That’s fair.”

“It’s not fair. It’s how it is.” She takes her feet down and turns toward me with one knee up on the bench, and the whole smell of her comes over me in a hot cab, the coconut off her legs and the clean of her hair. “You want the reason, or do you want me to leave it as the ask.”

I have known better than to say leave it since a Saturday morning at the start of all this.

“Tell me the reason.”

“There’s an edge on it.” Flat, the way she said nine inches. “Right where it stops. It doesn’t go all the way down, you’ve seen that, you sit there and look at it. There’s a rolled seam and it sits about here.” She holds her finger and thumb apart in the air and keeps them there so I have to look. “And I can feel it. Every single time he comes back out I get that ring dragged through me, and it is the only part of him inside me that isn’t him. Two months of that. It catches.”

“Jesus, Mara.”

“You asked.” There is nothing in her voice anywhere. “And it isn’t that it hurts, it doesn’t really hurt. It’s that I know it’s there. He has got me open past anything I have ever had in my life and I am still lying there aware of a piece of rubber. It’s the last thing in that room that’s pretending. Everything else about this got honest months ago.”

“And I’ll give you the real one, since you asked for reasons.” She does not look away from the side of my face. “That man lives seven houses down this road. Seven. I can stand at my own sink and see the light over his shop through the pines. I have got the biggest cock in this county four minutes from my own kitchen and I can hear his truck turn off the road from inside this house with the water running, and there is not one hour of any day where I don’t know exactly where it is.”

“Mara.”

“No, you wanted it straight, you’ve had straight from me since the morning after and I’m not going back now. I couldn’t leave it alone if I wanted to and I stopped wanting to somewhere in the second week. Eight years I knew roughly what I was missing and I did not know the half of it. Now I know the size of it to the quarter inch, because I measured it myself on my knees on your bed. I know I can’t close my hand round it. I know it goes past anywhere anything has ever been in me. And it is seven houses down, every night, warm, in a house where the woman married to it books his check-ups.”

“And I’ll tell you the part I have never told one living soul,” she says. “Since Bettina told me in that car, I have looked. Every single time I have been in a room with that man for eight years I have looked at the front of his pants, and I have got very good at it, and not one person has ever caught me at it. Including you, and you watch me for a living.”

I do not say anything. There is a stop sign coming up and I take it a good deal slower than it needs taking.

“The diner. Your counter, with you standing behind it ringing him up.” She is not enjoying it and she is not ashamed of it either. “The church social, last Sunday of the month, with a paper plate in my hand and a hundred and forty people in that room. He wears the same work pants every day of his life and they are not tight and they do not have to be. You can see the weight of it lying over to the one side, and you can see the shape of it move half a beat after he does, and when he crouches down to something the fabric goes tight over it and there is no mistaking what you are looking at.” She pushes her hair back off her face. “And once you have seen it you cannot make yourself unsee it. I have sat in that fellowship hall every last Sunday for eight years knowing exactly what was four feet the other side of the sheet cake, and eating my ham, and asking Corinne about her boy.”

“Jesus, Mara.”

“You asked me for the reason and that’s the reason, all of it, right down to the floor.” She takes her feet off the dash. “I looked at that man’s trousers for eight years and never did one thing about it. Then you drove up to a gym and put him in my bedroom and told me he was mine. Whatever you thought you were doing that night, Paul, I need you to understand what you actually did.”

The road goes under us. I have shifted my hips twice in the last minute and there is nothing on this earth I can do about it and she knows exactly what is happening across the bench seat from her, because it is Saturday afternoon and this is what my body is now.

She is not finished with me. She has not been finished with me since the county line.

“I go down on him because I want to. Nobody asked me to and he has never once pushed my head down. I get about the head of it in and not one inch past and my jaw aches into the next day and I do it every single time anyway, because I want it in me somewhere while I’m waiting on it to be in me properly.”

“There’s the actual thing, too,” she says. “You want it or not.”

“Say it.”

“I want to feel him come in me.” She says it straight at the side of my face. “That’s what I want. I have never had a man finish inside me in my life who didn’t have something on. Not you, not the man on the trip, nobody. I am thirty-nine years old and I want to know what it feels like when it happens, and I want it to be him, and I want it in my own bed.” Her chin comes up. “And I want you sitting right there when he does it.”

The tires go over the patch the county laid two summers ago.

“Okay,” I say.

“Don’t say okay in that voice.”

“It’s the only voice I’ve got.”

She almost laughs. Then she does not, because she is not finished.

“There’s nothing to worry about on my end and hasn’t been since I was thirty-one, and you know it, because you drove me there and sat in the lot the whole time with a coffee and never once asked me a question about it after.”

“I remember.”

“And he gets checked. Twice a year, he told me, before I had the question out of my mouth. Janelle books it same time as her own.” She looks back at the road. “That man has never once left a thing unhandled, which is the entire reason half this county gives him a key. So there’s nothing in the way of it. Nothing except the box in your bathroom drawer, that you drove fifty minutes round trip to go and buy, and that I have thought about every day since I watched you put it in there.”

I take one hand off the wheel and put it back.

“You knew I bought them.”

“Paul.” She says my name the way she said it in the front room the night I told her, with a great deal of patience in it. “There’s a drugstore forty yards from your own front door and you got in a truck.”

I do not have anything for that. She lets it sit exactly as long as it needs to sit, and then she puts her hand flat on my thigh, on the outside, away from the middle, which is a kindness and which I feel as one.

“I’m not laughing at you,” she says. “I want you sure of that. I have never once laughed at you and I am not starting in a truck.”

“I know it.”

Then, for about half a second, driving past the co-op with her hand where it is, I do what I always do. I put myself in it. Me, her, nothing between us, my own body doing the one thing a body is for.

And it goes while I am still holding the picture, the way it went at my father’s desk and at the pull-off and under her hand at the kitchen table, a slackness at the root and then the long drain, gone in four seconds with my hands at ten and two on a county road.

Then I put him back in it, in my bed, in her, with nothing on him at all.

And it comes up so hard I have to sit forward off the seat back.

Mara takes her hand off my leg to push her hair off her face and does not appear to notice one bit of it, and we drive the last two miles, and she gets her paint.

. . .

He comes Tuesday at seven.

I am already undressed in my own kitchen with the light off when the truck turns off the road. The engine drops. The boots on my gravel, then my porch, then the two knocks on the screen frame he still does even though he has a key, because he is a man who knocks.

He comes through my dark kitchen and puts a hand on my bare shoulder in passing, the same weight, the same one squeeze, and says, “Paul,” and goes on up the hall like it is the most ordinary thing in the world.

I am hard before he is halfway down it.

Mara is already on the bed and already out of everything. The lamp with the tea-colored shade is on and the room smells like her and, coming in behind him, the whole of his day: sweat dried at noon and gone over again at four, sun on skin, the leather of the belt, joint compound, somebody else’s old plaster.

He gets the tee shirt off over the back of his neck, one hand. He sits on the end of my bed and gets the boots off and sets them square under the rail with the socks inside them. Then the work pants come down and he steps out of them, and there it is in my bedroom again, and I have watched this maybe twenty times now and it has not gotten one bit smaller. It hangs heavy off him past the middle of that thick hairy thigh, thick as my wrist, the fold partway along where the weight of it bends it against his own leg, the dark hood of foreskin with the slack past the end, the veins standing up in ridges the whole way. Soft. Doing nothing at all.

I sit down in my chair and put my thumbs where they fit.

Mara comes up on her elbows.

“Wade.”

“Mm.” He is already reaching down for the pocket of the work pants on the floor, the way he has reached for that pocket every time.

“Don’t.”

His hand stops. He straightens up and looks at her and there is nothing on his face.

“You sure about that.”

“I’m sure.”

“Say the rest of it.”

And my wife, naked on my white sheets with her knees apart and the shine of her already on the inside of both thighs, says it.

“I want it off. All of it, every time, starting tonight.” Her voice has gone down half a step, the way it goes for him and never once went for me. “I’m sick of feeling a seam in me. I want to feel what you actually are, the whole of it, and when you’re done I want you to finish in me. Not on me. In me. I want to be lying here after with it still in me.”

“All right,” Wade says.

He does not smile when he says it. He does not lean in or drop his voice or make one single thing of it, and that is the part I will be carrying around this town when I am seventy. He agrees the way he agreed to look at the air handler.

“You’re going to feel the difference,” he says. “It’s not the same and I’m not going to tell you it is. You’ll get a lot more of the drag, and I’ve had women tell me it’s a good deal more than they were expecting. You say the word tonight and I’ll back off.”

“I’m not going to need you to back off.”

“You might.”

“I might,” Mara says, “and I still won’t say it.”

And it is somewhere in the middle of that that I watch him start to fill.

Nobody has touched him. My wife is on her back on my sheets four feet from him with her knees apart and her hands nowhere near him, and I am in my chair with mine on the wood, and there is not a hand on that man anywhere in this room. It comes up out of the grey at the root of him the way water fills a hose, slow, in stages, thickening and lifting off his own thigh and straightening out of that bend, and the dark hood peels itself back as it goes until the head comes out of it fat and wet and shining, and by the time she has finished talking he is standing up out of himself huge and heavy and ridged the whole length, curved a little upward, pointing at my wife.

He looks down at it. Then he looks at her. He does not say one word about it, because there is nothing to say about it, because it is a thing his body did on its own while a woman told him what she wanted.

“That’s going to be a good deal of it at once,” he says.

“I know what it is. I’ve had all of it in me for two months.”

“You’ve had it with something on it.” He scratches at his belly, working out how to put it, the way he did on a bench in a locker room with his shoes lined up square underneath. “I’m not making more of this than it is. I’m telling you because there’s no putting it back after. You’ll have had it bare and that’s what you’ll want from then on, every time, and the other way is going to feel like nothing to you. That isn’t me talking you into it. That’s just what happens, and I’d sooner you had it off me now than worked it out on your own in about a week.”

Mara looks at him for a second.

“Good,” my wife says.

Then he turns his head and looks at me.

He does not ask her to check with me. He does not ask me for permission and he never has, because I gave him this house on a bench in a locker room two months ago and we both know what the terms were. He turns his head and looks at me in my own chair, naked, hard, with my hands on the wood, and he waits.

He is giving me the chance to say the word. He is a man who does not leave a thing unhandled.

And what I am being asked, sitting naked in the corner of my own bedroom with my hands on the arms of a chair I carried up this hall myself, is whether a man may empty himself inside my wife. That is the question on the floor. Not a principle and not a barrier. Whether the whole of what is hanging off him goes into her tonight with nothing on it, and finishes in her, and stays in her after I have turned the lamp off and lain down beside her.

I have been telling myself a story since the night I built it. I built it in an office over a lumberyard with a ledger open in front of me and I have kept it in good repair since: I did this to keep her, it is a loss I chose, and every night in this chair I am paying an installment on something that buys me the rest of my marriage.

I have been waiting the whole time to want it back. Every Friday and now every Tuesday I have sat down here and waited for the night it went too far, so I could point at it and say, there, that proves I never wanted this for myself. It has not come and it is not coming. I have sat in this chair while my wife was fucked past speech three nights a week for two months, and the only thing that has ever risen in me at the far end of it is more.

And she has just asked for the last thing off, in front of me, on purpose, and my heart is going like I ran here.

I told myself I did this to save the marriage. I have been waiting nine weeks to want it back. I am done waiting. I want that off him because I want to see what happens in my wife when there is nothing left between them, and there is no version of that sentence with her name in it instead of mine.

I take one breath and let it out.

“Okay,” I say.

Wade nods.

That is all he does. No gloat, no word to me about what I have just agreed to, no face at all. He nods once. It is the nod of a man checking off the last thing on a list, and there is nothing in it that was not expected.

“Wouldn’t have gone ahead without you,” he says, easy, going down onto one knee on the end of my mattress, already putting his hand under my wife’s thigh.

He means it. He is telling me the plain truth about how this works, the way he would tell me a compressor is going, and the plain truth is that this whole arrangement runs on my say-so and always has, and he is decent enough to say so out loud at the exact moment I have used mine to take the last thing off.

I sit in the chair I carried up this hall myself with my thumbs in the two worn places, and there is nothing at all between my wife and the man about to be in her.

There are two boxes of the fifty-nines in the drawer under my bathroom sink, twelve to a box, and I drove fifty minutes on a Thursday to go and get them, and not one of them is ever going to be opened. They will sit in there on top of the sewing tape until I am an old man.

“Turn the lamp up,” Mara says. “He can’t see.”


What He Leaves

I get up out of my chair and I turn the lamp up.

There is a little wheel on the cord and I have never once touched it in twenty years except to shut the thing off, and I roll it up with my thumb and the room goes from that soft brown-gold to something a good deal plainer. The tea-colored shade throws it yellow and flat across my own bed. Every bit of both of them comes up out of the dark at once, and there is nowhere in that room left to put your eyes that is kind.

Then I sit back down naked in my chair and put my thumbs in the two worn places and I do not take my eyes off it again for two hours.

He walks to the foot of the bed and there is nothing on him and nothing between him and my wife but the air in the room running.

She sees it. That is the whole of the thing and I watch her see it. She is up on her elbows and she is already wet, the shine of her on the inside of both thighs, and when he comes around the end of the bed with it hanging off him, still mostly soft, still swinging with his walk, the heavy sac swaying low and loose with each step, her mouth opens and her breath changes before a single thing has happened. She goes from wet to running in about three seconds. I watch it happen. The inside of her thighs goes slick and dark and the sheet under her darkens in a spreading patch, and nobody has touched her yet. Her cunt is opening and closing on nothing, I can see it, the pink of her winking, hungry, reaching for something that is not there.

He is getting hard on the way to her. I have watched this twenty times and it has not gotten one bit smaller. It lifts. The weight of it comes up off his thigh and the fold straightens out and the dark head pushes through the hood of foreskin, the skin peeling back slow, and the head comes out wet already at the tip, fat and purple and shining, and by the time he puts a knee on the end of the mattress it is standing straight out from him, thick as my wrist and veined in dark ridges all over, and my wife makes a sound at the sight of it that is not a word in any language, a low hungry thing from the back of her throat, ahhn.

He goes into her with nothing on him for the first time at about ten past seven on a Tuesday evening in the second month.

I can see the difference from six feet away and I could see it from the road. It is darker. That is the first thing and it is such a stupid small thing to notice and I cannot stop noticing it. With the rubber on him there was always that dull pale shine going into her, a thing wrapped up, a thing being delivered. Now it is him. The head of it is dark and wet and fat and it goes against her and she opens around it and there is nothing at all in between, and the color of him disappearing into the pink of her is the single most obscene thing I have seen in my life.

He does not go slow the way he did that first Friday. He knows her now. He puts the head in and holds a second and then he leans his weight on it and takes about half of it in one long press, and his sac swings forward with the thrust, heavy and low, the loose dark skin of it slapping wet against the backs of her thighs, and my wife’s back comes up off my sheets and her mouth opens and nothing comes out of it at all.

“There,” Wade says. “That’s it, that’s the difference.”

“Ohh.”

“Feel that?”

“Oh my God.”

“Nothing between us.” He gets a hand under the back of her thigh and pushes it up and open and takes another two inches with it. “That’s just me in you.”

I am hard before he has got half of it into her. I am not going to pretend it took anything. I sat down in my chair with my heart going and I have been leaking on my own thigh since before the lamp went up.

He works the rest of it in over about a minute, and I watch him do it, and I watch what my wife’s body does around it. Her lips are dragged up around him and gone pale and stretched to nothing at the rim and there is no seam in it anywhere now, no pale ring stranded, no gap to do arithmetic in. He goes in until his belly is against the backs of her thighs and his heavy sac swings forward one last time and comes to rest against her, full and warm and heavy, the skin of it dark and loose and damp with the heat of him, and stops, and that is the whole of it, root to tip, in my wife, with nothing on it.

“All of it,” he says.

“I know it’s all of it.”

“Say where it is.”

Mara gets her breath and she says, “It’s in my stomach,” and then she laughs, one broken piece of a laugh with a sob riding on the back of it, hnh, and she puts both hands flat on his chest in the grey hair and hangs on.

He starts.

And the sound is different. That is the thing nobody told me and the thing I will hear for the rest of my life. Two months of a wet dragging noise with a rubber in the middle of it, and now it is skin, and it is slower and thicker and lower down, a heavy wet shhk on the way out and something deeper and softer on the way back in, and under it the flat wet slap of his belly landing against the backs of her legs on every stroke. My bed frame goes against the wall on the third of every four the way it has gone against that wall since the first Friday.

I sit in my chair and breathe through my open mouth and do not touch myself.

The smell comes up out of them and gets across the room in about four minutes. His whole day is in it, the sweat that dried at noon and got sweated over twice since, the sun, the leather, the joint compound. And under that, thickening, the two of them together, my wife’s cunt worked open on a bare cock in a warm room with the air running, and the sharp-sweet of her all through it. It gets into the back of my throat. I have that smell in the fabric of that room now the way the yard is in my clothes and it does not come out either.

“Wade.”

“Mm.”

“Don’t be careful with me.”

“I wasn’t going to be.”

. . .

She comes the first time about fifteen minutes in, and she screams.

Not a moan. I have had twenty years of that woman’s moans and I know every single one of them and I know now which ones she built for me. This is a scream. It comes up out of the bottom of her lungs with nothing shaped about it anywhere, AH-hah, AHH, and it goes out through the window screen into my own yard where anybody standing at Ruthanne’s mailbox could hear it and know the voice, and she does not know she is doing it and could not stop if I paid her.

Twenty years in this room, and the loudest thing I ever got out of my wife was a sound she picked.

He works her through it and out the other side without changing one thing, and while she is still shaking she turns her head on my pillow and finds me in the chair.

“Paul.”

“I’m here.”

“Come here.”

I am up out of that chair before I have decided anything.

“Where do you want me.”

And Wade answers, because Wade is the one running this room and has been since the first night I asked him to.

“On the bed,” he says. He says it the way he asked me for the glass of water, without heat, without turning his head, a man giving a hand a plain instruction while he works. “Down at the bottom. On your back with your head under her.”

I do it.

I want to put down exactly how I do it, because I did it fast. I got up on my own bed on my hands and knees and turned around and went down onto my back and worked myself up under my own wife, and nobody had to say it twice, and there was no gap anywhere in me where I thought about it.

The last thing I see on my way down is his boots. Lined up square under the rail at the foot of my bed with the socks inside them, the way he has set them every Tuesday and every Friday for two months. A man who folds his socks inside his boots before he does this to your wife.

He does that everywhere. That is the thing I cannot get out from under, going down onto my own mattress. Those boots have gone under a bed rail exactly like that in houses all over my delivery route, squared up, socks folded inside, and every one of those women got told to breathe out, and every one of them got told she had all night, and there is not one thing happening in this room tonight that has not happened in half the bedrooms between here and the four-way. I am not being ruined. I am being served, on a Tuesday, in the order it came up.

He gets a hand under her and lifts her up off the sheet and puts her over me, and my wife comes down on her knees either side of my head, and then there is nothing above me at all but the two of them.

And this is where I find out what six feet was hiding from me all this time.

Her cunt is directly over my face and there is not a hand’s width in it. She is soaked. The whole inside of both thighs is running with it and it is dripping off her onto my chin and my mouth and I do not turn my head. And going in and out of her, right there, is the whole width and length of him, and from underneath I can see everything, the wet shaft ridged and dark coming back out of her with her clinging to it, the pale of her getting dragged out and shoved back in, the fat head disappearing, the whole of it a hand’s width over my face, going in and out of my wife at the same slow heavy pace he has kept for an hour.

His sac is hanging down and I can see the whole of it swinging above me. On the deep ones it comes forward and lands on my forehead and the bridge of my nose, heavy and full and wet with her, the weight of two balls I have felt against my face every Tuesday for two months but never once in my hand, and it knocks against me every third or fourth stroke, a wet heavy slap that lands and lifts and swings back and lands again, and neither of them says one word about it happening.

And then the first of it lands on my mouth.

It comes off the underside of him where he is coming back out of her, one heavy drop hanging and stretching and letting go, and it lands on my bottom lip and runs down into the corner of my mouth. It is warm. It is thicker than water. Most of it is her and there is something else in it, clear and slick and salt at the back of it, and I know exactly what the something else is, because it is coming off the end of him and there is nothing on him tonight to keep it off me.

I get about half a second on that. My mouth has been open since I got down here because I have been breathing through it. All I have to do is shut it.

I do not shut it.

After that they come steady. Every fourth or fifth stroke there is another one, off him, off her, off the two of them mixed and running together where he goes in, and I lie under my own wife with my mouth open and let a bull’s pre-cum drip into it on his rhythm, and I swallow when there is enough to swallow, and neither one of them ever knows I am doing it.

The heat comes off the two of them onto my skin. That is the part I could not have known from the chair. It is like standing at an open oven. And the sound is not a sound anymore at that distance, it is in my ears and in the bones of my face, the wet of it, shhk, shhk, and her breath going out of her on every landing, and my own heart in my throat.

My cock is up off my belly so hard it hurts and nothing is touching it and nothing is going to.

He does not change one thing the whole time I am under there. Not the speed, not the depth, not his breathing. I am close enough to hear him breathe and it is the breathing of a man carrying material up a ladder, steady, in no trouble at all, and it does not change when she screams and it does not change when she floods.

My neck has been at this angle long enough that it has gone from an ache to nothing. My jaw is stiff from holding my mouth open. Both my hands have gone to sleep up over her thighs and I do not move them. I have been down here long enough that the yard has come off my own skin and been replaced by the smell of the two of them, and I will go to work tomorrow smelling like the inside of my own marriage.

I am the man who provides. I am still exactly that and nothing else, and I am underneath my own wife with a bull’s balls on my face and I am harder than I have been in two years. I did this. I built every part of this and I cannot stop being glad I did.

And here is what I work out lying under the two of them, and it is the whole answer to a question I have been carrying since a locker room.

It is not happening in spite of being useless. The useless is the thing doing it. There is nothing being asked of me in this room. There is nothing I could take over if there were. My body has been no good to that woman for two years and was no good to her for eighteen before that, and it has never once in its life been as certain of itself as it is right now, standing straight up off my belly with nobody within reach of it, while the two of them use my bed over the top of me.

“He’s under me,” Mara says. Not to me.

“I know it.”

“He can see all of it.”

“That’s what he’s down there for.”

And then my wife looks down between her own body and mine and finds my eyes, upside down, close enough that her breath lands on me, with another man’s cock going into her, and she stops protecting me.

“Paul.”

“Yes.”

“Look at it. Look at what’s in me right now.”

“I’m looking.”

“That is a cock.” She has to break it around the strokes, and her voice has gone down and gone rough and there is not one gram of performance anywhere in it. “That’s what one is. That is a man who can actually fuck me, Paul, and you are lying under it with your mouth open.”

“Mm,” Wade says.

He does not break rhythm. He does not add one thing to it. He agrees the way he would agree that the ground is wet.

“Twenty years.” She gets a hand down and puts it flat on my chest to hold herself. “Twenty years you were in this bed with me and you never once got past the front of me, and you couldn’t have if you’d tried till you died, and I lay there and made the noise for you every single time.”

“I know.”

“I married you for the money.” She says it looking straight down into my face. “I have never wanted you. Not one day.”

And her hand shakes on my chest while she says it.

That is the whole of the proof I get and I take it and keep it. She is not enjoying one second of this. She has never once enjoyed it. My wife is saying the last unsaid thing in a twenty-year marriage with a man inside her, and it is costing her, and she says all of it anyway, because she decided in a kitchen nine weeks ago that nobody in this house was going to act again and that woman does not go back on a thing once she has put it down.

She gets her breath and finishes it.

“And you knew. You have known the whole time. And you went and got me this yourself, and you are under me right now with your cock standing straight up off you and nothing touching it.”

“I know it.”

“Say you know it.”

“I know it,” I say. “All of it. I know all of it.”

And I am so hard it is pain and I have my hands flat on my own bed and my eyes are streaming and I have never in my life wanted anything the way I want her to keep going.

She keeps going.

“He is the biggest thing in this county and he lives seven houses down and you drove to the next town to buy the rubbers.” Her thighs are shaking either side of my head. “And they’re still in the drawer. And I am never going to let him use one of them again as long as I live.”

“No,” Wade says.

“Say it to him.”

“She’s not going to have it any other way after this.” He says it to me, mild, still working, a man telling a customer what the job is going to need. “That’s not a thing I’ve done to her, Paul. That’s just what it is.”

She comes again on that, on his sentence, and it takes her apart over the top of me. I have her whole body coming down on my face and her thighs clamping on my ears and I can hear it through her legs. She floods. I feel it hit my chin and my mouth and run back into my hair, and above me the wet of him changes, gets looser and thicker, and he has to hold still all the way in her and wait it out.

“AH. Hah. Hnn-AH.”

And when it is going out of her, when she is still shuddering, still making that small ruined noise on every breath, Wade says, “I’m going to finish in you.”

“Do it.”

“Say it properly.”

“Finish in me,” my wife says. “Now. All of it. I’ve waited twenty years for somebody to.”

He puts his hands on her hips and holds her still and gives it to her at the pace he wants it, and I lie underneath and watch a man come inside my wife from close enough to feel the heat come off him.

It takes him about twenty seconds. The whole thing changes above me before he makes a sound. The sac hanging over my face pulls up tight and close to his body, and I see it happen, the heavy wrinkled skin drawing up hard against the root of him, the balls themselves lifting and tightening into a fist. The shaft going in and out of her goes thicker and harder and the veins stand up on it worse than I have ever seen them, standing out in dark ridges the whole length from root to head, and the head itself swells, I watch it swell, the whole fat purple of it distending wider than the shaft, and his rhythm breaks for the first time in two hours, three short deep ones, and then he drives it all the way in and holds it there and stops, and I can see the whole thick length of him buried to the root with his sac pulled up tight and hard against my wife, and for about a second and a half nothing moves above me at all.

Then he grunts. That is all it is. One low thing out of a heavy man’s chest, nnh, and nothing else, and then I watch it go through him. I can see it happen through the skin. The shaft pulses. It is right there over my face and I watch it jump and jump and jump inside my wife, four or five long rope-thick pulses, each one a beat apart, and I can see the whole thick length of him contract with each one, the muscles at the root jumping, and I know with a certainty I feel in my own gut exactly what is coming out of the end of him and going into her with every pulse, because I can feel it in the heat coming off him and in the sound my wife makes, which is a sound she has never once made in this house in twenty years.

“Oh,” she says. It comes out of her in a voice I have never heard. “Oh.” She can feel him pumping into her, I know she can, because her whole body answers it, a small shudder on every pulse, her thighs jumping against my ears, her stomach going tight and letting go in time with him. “I can feel it. Paul. I can feel every bit of it going in. It is so warm. There is so much of it.”

He stays in her a while after, breathing, one hand spread out flat on her stomach.

Then he pulls out, and it comes with him.

It comes out of her thick and slow and there is a great deal of it. A great deal. It is not a drip and it is not a trickle. It comes out of her in heavy white ropes that hang and stretch and break and fall, one after another, thick enough that I can feel the weight of each one landing separately on my mouth and my chin and my throat and my chest. It is white. Thick white, streaked through the clear wet of her, and it keeps coming, pulse after pulse of it working its way out of her open swollen cunt with nothing left to hold it in, and it lands warm and heavy and I do not move one inch out from under it.

She lowers herself onto my face.

Nobody says a word. My wife puts her hands on the headboard and comes down and I put my mouth on her and I clean the bull’s cum out of her with my tongue.

It is thick and it is salt and there is a flat metal edge under it, and it is hot, and there is so much of it that I have to swallow twice before I can even get to her. She is swollen. She is open in a way I have never felt on this woman in twenty years, wide and hot and slack and pouring, and I get my tongue up into her and work it out of her and my whole face is wet to the ears.

And her body answers. She is not still. Her thighs come in hard against the sides of my head and shake, and I feel her clench down on my tongue, twice, and she makes a noise up in her chest, hnnh, and her hips come down after my mouth without her deciding it. Twenty years I never once got that woman’s hips to come after anything I did.

“That’s it,” she says. “Get it. Get all of it out of me.”

And that is when I go.

There is not a hand anywhere near me. My arms are up over her thighs holding her down onto my own face. It comes up out of the floor of me, that pull at the root I know from being twenty-five, and I have about a second and a half of knowing it is going to happen, and I clench everything I have got and try to hold it because it cannot happen with my mouth full of another man’s cum.

Then it softens.

It goes at the very edge, the way it goes, the way it went on my own bedroom floor last month and the way it has gone every time. Whatever holds it up puts it down. And it comes out of me anyway, soft and small and thick and slow, four or five long pulses I feel in my belly and the backs of my knees, over my own hip and down onto the sheet under me in a spill, with my mouth still working on my wife.

And she is looking down and she sees it and she says it while it is still coming out of me.

“He’s going,” Mara says. “Look. He’s going and he’s soft, look at him.”

“I see it,” Wade says.

“He does that. Every time.” She is not cruel. That is what I have to live with. There is not one drop of cruelty in my wife’s voice. She is reporting it. “He can’t do it any other way. That’s my husband, that’s what he’s got, and he’s doing it with your cum in his mouth.”

“Mm.”

I finish underneath her with my face full of her and nothing at all left in me.

She comes off me slow and she is careful about it and she sits back on her heels on my bed and pushes her hair off her face with the back of her wrist.

Wade is at the side of the bed getting his breath, one hand on the footboard, and he looks down at me lying there wet to the hairline with a puddle of myself on the sheet beside my own hip.

And here is the whiplash, and I have thought about it every day since.

“You did a good thing here, Paul,” he says. Quiet. No weight on it anywhere. “I mean it. She has been waiting on that her whole life and she got it in her own bed with her husband in the room and nobody has to lie about a single part of it. Not many men could have set that up. I couldn’t have.”

I do not have anything to say to that.

He goes and washes in my bathroom and comes back and gets dressed and gets his boots on, and the drawer under that sink has two boxes of the fifty-nines in it that I drove fifty minutes for and that nobody in this house is ever going to open, and he does not know that and never will.

“She’ll be sore,” he says at the door. “Worse than usual. It’s different when there’s nothing on it.”

“All right.”

“Tuesday.”

“Tuesday.”

The truck starts up in my drive with the sound this whole town knows and backs out and goes off down the road toward his own house, past Ruthanne’s, and nobody on this road lifts their head.

I go back up the hall.

The lamp is still up all the way and my bedroom looks like what happened in it. The sheet is wrecked. There is a wet patch the size of a serving platter under where she was and another smaller one where I am, and the whole room smells like the three of us and will until I open a window.

Mara is on her back with her knees up and fallen open and one arm across her eyes, and she has not moved and she is not going to for a while.

“Don’t do the sheets tonight,” she says.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Liar.”

I lie down beside her on my side of my own bed, in the wet, on my back, with my face still tacky and my heart still going and my hands behind my head.

She does not look over. She does not take her arm off her eyes.

She just puts her hand out across the sheet between us, flat, without looking, and finds mine first go, and takes hold of it.

She knew exactly where it was.

I can still taste it on Wednesday. I know that is not true and I know how a mouth works and I am telling you it is there anyway. I stand behind my counter Wednesday morning and sell Renzo four hundred feet of two-by-six and write it in the book under my own hand, and somewhere in the middle of it I run my tongue over my teeth and there it is.


The First of the Month

The bills come due on the first and I pay them on the first, and I have done it that way since my father handed me the keys and told me a man who opens late gets talked about.

I write the date and the amount and I sign the small looping P that my father made before me because I learned to sign watching him do it, and every one of them has my name on it, and there is not one piece of paper on that table with her name anywhere on it and there never has been.

That used to be the whole shape of my humiliation. I want to put that down because of how much it has moved. There was a stretch back in the spring where I could not look at this table without my throat closing, because every one of these was a receipt for a woman who did not want me, and I was the only one in the county holding the file.

This morning I write nine checks and I do not feel one thing about it except the small satisfaction of a column coming out even. And then there is the last one, which is not a bill and is not written anywhere, and which is the actual reason this month is different from the one before it.

Wade’s account.

He carries eleven hundred a month with me and he has never once been thirty days out in nine years. Last week he came in for joist hangers and a lift of half-inch drywall for the north side, and I pulled the hangers myself and carried them out and put them in his rack the way I have carried material out for that man for nine years, and he squared up at the counter, and neither of us said one word about anything else.

And here is the thing about it that I turn over while I am signing checks in my own kitchen at six in the morning.

He is going to be at my house at six tonight. That is not a plan anybody made this week. Nobody rang anybody. It is Tuesday, and Tuesdays he comes, and Fridays he comes, and about every other Thursday he comes, and it has been that way long enough now that it has stopped being a thing that happens and started being a thing that is true about my week, the same as the mill whistle at seven and the accounts on the last Saturday.

I sell the man his material and he does the work and I write the checks. Everybody in this arrangement has a standing order and mine is the paper.

I put a rubber band around the envelopes and set them by the door.

. . .

The lake is four miles out on the county road and then a mile of gravel, and the whole town has been going out there since before there was pavement to any of it. My father swam in it. His father swam in it. There is a concrete boat ramp somebody’s grandfather poured and a strip of coarse grey sand somebody trucked in about thirty years ago that everybody still calls the beach, and a stand of cottonwoods where you put your blanket if you want the shade and where you do not put your blanket if you got there late.

It is a warm afternoon at the front end of the month and there are maybe sixty people out there.

It is the mill’s shutdown week, the one week a summer the saws stop so the fitters can go through her, and the plant takes the same week, and the town does what it has always done with that week, which is come out here. Ignacio has the counter and does not need me.

It smells the way it always smells. Lake water, which is a green smell and a little bit of a mud smell where the shallow warms up. Sunscreen off everybody. Charcoal off the two grills up by the parking, and hot dogs, and the hot vinyl of car seats with the doors open. Somebody’s radio. The particular smell of a wet towel that has been wet since noon.

We take the blanket down past the ramp because Mara wants the sun.

She is in a black one-piece she has had four years, cut high on the leg, and she is brown to the thigh and to the shoulder and pale in the two places she never gets sun on, and she is thirty-nine years old and there is not one soft place on that woman anywhere. Ribs when she reaches. Hipbones. The freckles across the tops of her shoulders and the bridge of her nose. The small white scar through the eyebrow. She goes down the sand ahead of me and I watch three men who have known me my whole life not watch her go by.

She is walking differently and has been since last Tuesday. It is small. Nobody would catch it. There is a care in how she puts her weight down and a little pause where she comes off one foot, but you have to be looking for it and nobody out here is looking for anything.

She has got four marks on the near hip and I would put money on four to match on the far one. They are up above the cut of that suit where a thumb goes, oval, about the size of the end of my own thumb, and seven days has taken them from purple to that yellow-green a bruise goes before it gives up. They are not from anything anybody did on purpose. They are from a heavy man taking hold of a hundred and fifteen pound woman and holding her still while he finished, and she has not thought about them once, because she got dressed in that suit this morning in a house where nobody has to think about that anymore.

Getting down onto a blanket takes her three moves and would take anybody else one. She goes to a knee first and puts a hand flat on the sand and lowers the rest of herself after it, and there is a place about halfway where she stops and breathes out through her mouth, hff, and then finishes. Then she cannot sit cross-legged, so she puts both legs out to the side. Nobody on this beach knows what they are looking at. I am the only man out here who could tell you the measurement that did it and I could tell you it to the quarter inch.

Junie’s mother is under the cottonwoods in a folding chair. Renzo is up by the grills arguing with the man from the co-op. Dell is asleep on a towel with a paper over his face and Corinne is in a lawn chair beside him doing a crossword. Bettina has three kids in the water and is shouting at one of them about going out past the rope. Ruthanne waves at us from about forty feet off and does not get up.

And Wade is in the lake.

He came out with Janelle in the truck about half an hour before we got there, and their blanket is four or five down from ours on the same strip of sand, and he is chest-deep in that green water with two kids that are not his hanging off his arms trying to drown him and not managing it.

He is exactly what he is. Forty-four, thick through the middle, a real belly on him gone red across the top from the sun already, heavy through the chest and the shoulders under it, and hair on him everywhere going grey through the middle of the dark. The tan line at his throat and another at the biceps and the whole of him below that pale as paper because a working man’s body is two colors and always has been. He is in a pair of swim trunks that are just cut-off gym shorts, and they are wet through and hanging heavy on him, and when he comes up out of the shallow I can see the shape of what is in them, the whole weight of it lying over to the left down the inside of his thigh, and there is a woman on this beach with a fresh ache in her from it and she is sitting on my blanket eating a sandwich.

And I am hard on a blanket in front of the entire town.

It came up while he was wading out of the shallow with those trunks stuck to him and it is not going anywhere, and I am in a pair of shorts on a public beach four miles from my own counter with sixty people on it. I roll onto my stomach. That is what I do about it, at forty-six years old, in the middle of the afternoon, and I put my forearms under my chin and lie there in the sun with my cock pressed flat into a blanket on ground my grandfather swam off.

Junie’s mother says something to me from her folding chair about the heat and I answer her from down there with my chin on my forearms and my voice perfectly level.

It does not go the whole time we are out there. Three hours. It goes down and it comes back and there is no pattern to what brings it, and twice I have to wait a good while before I can get up and go to the cooler.

He has got somebody’s boy up on his shoulders in three feet of water and he is being careful with him, one big hand flat on the kid’s back, and I lie on my stomach on a strip of sand my grandfather was swimming off before the road was paved and I think the plain thing.

That was in my wife seven days ago and it will be in her again at about half past six tonight. And the man it belongs to is out there holding a child out of the deep end for a woman up at the grills who has no idea what she owes him.

Nobody looks. I want that understood. Sixty people and a whole afternoon and nobody looks, and that is not because there is nothing to look at.

He walks out of the water about an hour in and the trunks are stuck to him, plastered flat down both legs, and the whole shape of what is in them is printed through the wet fabric, lying heavy over to the left along the inside of his thigh, and Darlene with her feet in the shallow does not lift her head, and Corinne looks up from her crossword for about half a second and goes back to eighteen down.

Mara goes into the water about two o’clock and comes out about twenty minutes later, and she walks up the sand in that black suit soaked through and clinging to every inch of her, the fabric gone dark as oil, the seam pulled up tight between her legs, her nipples standing up hard from the cold water, and every man on this beach finds something else to look at in a choreographed little ballet that has been running here since before my father was born.

She stands on the blanket dripping and says the water is warmer than she thought, and Renzo goes past with two beers and says it is warm for this early and does not look down at her once.

Janelle comes down the sand about ten minutes later with two paper cups of something.

I have known Janelle since we were kids and I have never in my life spent four minutes thinking about her, and I look at her properly for the first time in twenty years. She is forty-two or forty-three. Short and round through the hip in a way that suits her, sun-freckled all over her arms and her chest, sandy hair going grey at the temple and up in a clip with a pair of sunglasses pushed into it. A wide friendly face. She runs the front office at the clinic and has since she was twenty-four and half this county would take her side in anything.

She gives one of the cups to Mara.

“There’s a jug in our cooler,” she says. “Don’t go up to the grills, they’ve got warm cans.”

“You’re a saint.”

“I’m organized. It’s not the same thing.” She puts a hand on her hip and squints out at the water where her husband is going under with two children on his back. “He’ll be doing that till dark. Every year. He’s forty-four years old.”

“He seems to be enjoying it.”

“He’s enjoying it,” Janelle says, and she has the exact tone a woman has about a husband she has been married to for a long time and is not tired of. “I’ll be putting sunburn cream on that back tonight and hearing about it.”

Then she says something to Mara about a pan she wants back from the church social, and Mara says she has it in the truck, and Janelle says next week is fine, and she goes back up the sand to her own blanket.

That is the whole of it. That is the entire exchange.

She knows. She has known since before they were married and she was not lying about that in a locker room and neither was he. She stood on that sand and gave my wife a cup of lemonade because it is hot and there is a jug in her cooler.

I sit on a blanket in the middle of my own town with the sun on my back and let that go all the way down into me.

Because here is what is out on this water this afternoon, and I am the only man on this beach who can see all of it at once, and I have earned that the hard way.

Darlene is in a chair by the ramp with her feet in the shallow. Corinne is doing the crossword. Bettina is shouting at her kids. Emmett is up at the grill with a pair of tongs. Dell is asleep under a newspaper. And out there in the middle of it, forty feet from all of them, up to his chest in three feet of water, is the one man in this county that half these women have had, and there is not a face on this beach doing anything but squinting.

It is the most public this thing of ours has ever been. Mara and I on one blanket, Wade and Janelle four down, in the water the four of us have all been coming to since we were children. And it is the quietest.

There is no version of saying it out loud here. That is the whole engine of this town and it is why the arrangement works and it is why nobody has ever needed to negotiate anything. You could stand up on this sand right now with a bullhorn and say the true sentence and the only thing that would happen is that you would have said it, and then you would have to live here afterward, and nobody has ever wanted that badly enough.

So it holds. It has held since before I was born.

And sitting there with the sun on my back and the smell of the lake coming up off the water, I stop grieving something I have been grieving since a Thursday in a locker room, and I want to put down exactly what it is, because it took me two months to get to it and I got to it wrong four or five times on the way.

I have been treating this as a thing I lost.

That is the error. That is the whole of the error. For two months I have been carrying it around as a defeat, as a contest that ran from the day I married her to the night I made the call, which I entered in good faith and gave twenty years to and came second in.

There was never a contest. I could not have entered it. Not at forty-six with nothing working, and not at twenty-six with everything working, because I was under five inches then too and there was a place in that woman I was never going to reach on the best night of my life with the wind behind me. It is not that I lost to Wade. It is that the thing was never on offer to me, at any point, under any conditions, and no amount of loving her and no amount of trying and no doctor and no decade was ever going to put it on offer.

Nobody did that. There is nobody on this beach to be angry at and there is nobody at home either. It is how the bodies came out and I got the one I got.

And I am the man who called him.

That is the part that turns it. I did not have this done to me. I sat in an office over my own lumberyard with a ledger open and I worked it out in about twenty minutes and then I drove twenty-five minutes and said it out loud in a locker room to a man in gym shorts. Every single thing that has happened in my bedroom since is downstream of a decision I made by myself with nobody’s hand on my back.

For two years I thought the shame was that I couldn’t. The relief is this. I don’t have to. I have the job and the money and the house and the wife and the whole life I built, and the one thing in it I cannot do, he does, and there is not one person in this arrangement pretending otherwise. It was never my job to win her. I am the one who made that official.

And I take a breath.

That is what happens, out on a blanket on that sand, and it is the plainest physical thing that has happened to me in years. I take a breath all the way down.

I have not been doing that. I find it out by doing it. For two years I have been breathing up high in the chest, small, the way you breathe when you are waiting to find out about something, and I did not know I was doing it at all. And my lungs go all the way to the bottom out there in front of the whole town, and there is a stretch in the low ribs that is nearly sore, and I let it out slow through my mouth and take another one.

Mara looks over at me.

“What.”

“Nothing.”

“You made a noise.”

“I didn’t make a noise.”

“You made a noise like a man setting a bag down,” my wife says, and then she reaches over without any particular ceremony and puts her hand up into my hair at the back and works her fingers into it and leaves them there.

On a public beach. In the middle of the afternoon. With sixty people on it and Wade in the water forty feet out and Janelle four blankets down.

Nobody looks at that either.

. . .

She showers the lake off when we get home and comes out in a towel with her hair wet and the sunburn already coming up pink across the tops of her shoulders, and the house is cool and it is twenty past four and I am putting the cooler away.

She comes and stands close and puts her forehead on my shoulder for a second, which she does not do, and she is warm from the water and she smells like our soap and underneath it, still, faintly, the lake.

“You were all right today,” she says.

“I was.”

“I mean it. I watched you.” She lifts her head. “You sat out there for three hours and you did not do the thing with your face.”

“What thing with my face.”

“The thing.” She puts a hand flat on my chest, in the spot she always puts it. “Never mind.”

And then she moves the hand down, without any particular announcement, and puts it on the front of my work pants, and takes hold of what is there.

I am hard. I have been hard on and off since about noon and I was hard on that blanket while she had her fingers in my hair and I have been hard putting a cooler away in my own kitchen, and she has found it first go the way she found my hand on the sheet last Tuesday.

Her palm is warm through the fabric and she works it slowly, and the whole thing goes up through me. My breath goes out of me. My hips move a half inch toward her hand before I have said anything to them about it, and there is a wet spot starting where the head of me is against the cloth, and she can feel every bit of it and does not comment.

She is not being kind. That is the thing I want down. There is nothing in her face that is doing me a favor. She is sun-warm and loose and well fucked and she has been well fucked for two months solid, and there is a generosity that comes off a woman in that condition that has nothing to do with pity, and I have been married to her for twenty years and I have never once been on the receiving end of it before.

“Come on,” she says. “It’s four o’clock. He’s not here till six.”

And I am going to be honest about the next four seconds because they are the ones that count.

I want it. I want it in a way that has my heart going in my throat. There is no version of this where I say I did not want it. My body is up and ready in my wife’s hand in my own kitchen and she is offering and she means it.

And I know exactly what happens after.

Not tonight. Tonight would be fine, tonight would probably even work, because it is four in the afternoon and she is warm and my body has spent two months learning that it is allowed to be interested in things. What happens is next week. What happens is the week after. What happens is that there is a question in this house again, a small one, sitting in the hall at bedtime where it sat for two years, and it is is he going to and is tonight one of the nights and should I say something or wait, and both of us lying in the dark doing arithmetic about each other.

I put that down in a kitchen on a Saturday morning two months ago. She put it down with me. She sat at that table with her hand on my shoulder and said it means we’ve stopped and I have breathed differently ever since.

I am not picking it back up for twenty minutes.

I put my hand over hers, on me, and I hold it there a second so she knows it is not a flinch, and then I lift it off.

And her hand stays in the air where I left it.

That is the only thing I get out of the next four seconds and it is worth everything. My wife’s breath has gone shallow at the top of her chest and there is color coming up her throat under the sunburn, and she is standing in a towel in my kitchen with her hand still open in the air, having just been turned down flat by me for the first time in twenty years, and something has gone through her about it that I have never once managed to put there with anything I did.

“No,” I say.

She looks at me.

“You sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Paul, you’re standing here hard as a rock.”

“I know what I’m standing here.” I have to work at getting it out and I get it out. “It’s not that I can’t. Today I probably could. That’s what I’m telling you. If I take that, then it’s a thing we have again, and next Tuesday there’s a question in this house, and I’d have to start wondering. And I’ve had two months of not wondering and I’m not giving it back for an afternoon.”

My wife looks at me for a good three seconds.

Then she puts that hand up into my hair the way she did on the sand, and her face does something I have only seen on it a handful of times in twenty years, and none of them are things I could name.

“All right,” she says.

“All right.”

“That’s the first thing you’ve ever turned down in your life.”

“It is.”

“Huh,” Mara says, and goes to find her clothes, and leaves me standing in my own kitchen with a cooler half put away and my cock aching in my pants and my chest wide open.

At ten of six I hear the truck turn off the road.

The whole street hears it. Ruthanne two doors up hears it and does not lift her head out of her beds, because it is a contractor’s truck on a Tuesday evening and there is no fourth thing anybody out there is going to trouble themselves to think of. It comes up my gravel and the engine drops and stops and I hear the door and the boots on the drive and the boots on my porch boards, and then two knocks on the frame of the screen, because he has a key on his ring and he still knocks.

I open my own door.

He has come off a job. Grey tee, work pants with the dust ground into the knees, drywall in the hair on his forearms, and the whole day on him. He has got a paper sack in one hand with a jar of something in it.

“Janelle sent that back. It’s the pickles she owed her.”

“She didn’t owe her pickles.”

“She says she did.” He puts it on my counter without looking where he is putting it, because he knows where my counter is. Then he puts his hand out and I shake it, and there is nothing in the grip, nothing at all, just a big dry hand holding mine a second like he is glad to have it.

“You had a good day out there,” he says. “You looked easier than I’ve seen you in about ten years.”

“I felt easier.”

“Good.” He is already toeing the first boot off in my doorway. “You’re a good man, Paul.”

He has said some version of that to me four times before tonight. On a bench in a locker room, before there was one thing about any of it to be good at. On my own porch after the first night. On my own porch again a month later, with a dish towel in my machine that I had wiped my own bedroom floor with an hour earlier. And standing over my bed last Tuesday with my own cum drying on my hip. Every one of those times I took it as the blade going in and I was right to.

He says it again standing in my kitchen with a jar of somebody else’s pickles on my counter and his boot half off, and I stand there and hear it land in a completely different place, and I understand that the man has meant exactly the same thing by it every single time and that I am the only one in this house who has changed.

Mara comes down the hall.

“Wade.”

“Mara.”

And I lock the front door behind him because it is evening and that is when I lock it, and I follow the two of them up my own hallway.


The Kept Man

There is no getting ready anymore. That is the thing I notice on the Friday, standing in my own kitchen at twenty of seven with nothing to do.

There used to be a whole afternoon in it. The house got cleaned that first Friday and the good sheets went on and she ate half a sandwich standing at the counter and did her mouth and wiped most of it off again. There was a version of this where both of us were bracing, and I could see her bracing, and she could see me, and neither of us said one word about it.

Tonight she is on the couch with her feet up reading the county paper, which has nothing in it, and she has been there forty minutes. Her foot is not going. It has not gone all week. That motor that ran under my wife every waking minute for twenty years shut off somewhere in the second month and has not come back on, and I have stopped waiting for it to, and I have started to understand that the woman I married is gone and that what is sitting on my couch in her place is a woman at rest.

I take my clothes off in the kitchen with the light off.

Nobody told me to do it tonight. She told me once, in the middle of a Tuesday, in the voice she uses about the propane, and that was a while ago now and neither of us has mentioned it since. I hang the work shirt on the back of the chair and I get the boots and the pants and the shorts off and I put them where I put them, and I stand there in the cold air off the register with the yard still on my skin, the pine and the sawdust and the creosote that does not come out of anything, and my cock is already up off my belly and nothing has happened yet.

Four and three quarters. It is what it has always been. I have stopped doing anything with that number except knowing it.

The truck turns off the road at ten of seven.

The whole street hears it and the whole street does not lift its head. Ruthanne is out in her beds with the hose and she will hear that engine come up my gravel and drop and stop, and she will go on watering, because a contractor’s truck is in a driveway on a Friday evening and there is no fourth thing anybody out there is going to trouble themselves to think of. I stand naked in my dark kitchen and listen to the boots on the drive and the boots on my porch boards and the two knocks on the screen frame that he still does even though he has had a key on his ring since the spring.

He comes through and puts his hand on my bare shoulder in passing, the same weight, the one squeeze, and says, “Paul.”

“Wade.”

That is the entire greeting and it has been the entire greeting for a month. He has come off a job. The whole day is on him, the sweat that dried at noon and got sweated over at three and again at five, the sun, the leather of the belt, joint compound, somebody else’s old plaster, and he brings it up my hall with him.

I take the bills off the corner of the counter and square them and set them down again, which is a thing I do with my hands and not a thing that needs doing.

Then I follow him.

. . .

She is already out of everything and up on her elbows on my bed and the lamp with the tea-colored shade is on with the wheel rolled all the way up, because that is how the lamp is now. Nobody turns it down. It has been turned up since the night the barrier came off and it throws the room flat and yellow and there is nowhere in here left to put your eyes that is kind, which is the point of it.

He gets the tee shirt off over the back of his neck, one hand. He sits on the end of my bed and gets the boots off and sets them square under the rail with the socks folded inside them. Then the work pants come down and he steps out of them.

And there it is in my bedroom again, and I have watched this happen forty times and it has not gotten one inch smaller. It hangs off him past the middle of that thick hairy thigh, thick around as my wrist, the fold partway along where the weight of the thing bends it against his own leg, the dark hood of foreskin with the slack past the end of it, the veins standing up in ridges the whole length. Over the low hairy sac hanging heavy underneath. Soft. Doing nothing at all.

I sit down in my chair and put my thumbs in the two worn places on the arms where the finish went rough years ago, and they fit, because I put them there.

“Lie down,” my wife says to him.

He looks at her.

“On your back. I want it that way tonight.”

And Wade, who has not once in three months been told anything in this room, goes and lies down on my bed on his back with his hands behind his head, and the frame takes his weight with a long complaint, and he settles in the middle of my mattress with his belly rising up out of him and the whole hairy mass of his chest going grey through the middle and that thing lying over on his thigh, and he waits.

“All right,” he says.

She gets up over him.

She is thirty-nine and she weighs a hundred and fifteen pounds and there is nothing spare on that woman anywhere, and she puts a knee either side of his hips and kneels up over him, and her back is to me, and then she looks over her own shoulder at me in my chair and she moves.

She turns herself around on him. She does it deliberately, and it takes her a second, and she settles again facing the other way, facing the door, facing me, straddling him with her back to the headboard so that everything she is about to do happens square-on to my chair.

“There,” she says. “Now he can see.”

“Mm,” Wade says.

That is the whole of his contribution to it. He does not look over at me. He has not looked over at me once, and he is not going to, and it has taken me three months to understand that this is not tact. It has never been tact. There is nothing in that man that thinks there is another party in this room to play to, and the display is not his and never has been. It is hers. It has been hers since the night she told him to move his left leg because her husband could not see.

She reaches back between her own thighs and takes hold of him and I watch her hand fail to close on it the way her hand has failed to close on it every time since the first night, and she works him up off his own belly, and it comes.

It fills the way it fills. Slow, in stages, water going into a hose, thickening in her fist and straightening out of that bend and lifting, and the dark hood peeling itself back as it goes until the head comes out of it fat and purple and already wet at the slit, and by the time she has got him standing up out of the grey hair at the root he is huge and heavy and curved a little toward his own belly and her fingers are nowhere near meeting.

Nine inches. She measured it on this bed with a sewing tape and read the number out loud while he lay there like a man having his gas meter checked, and the tape is still in the drawer under my bathroom sink underneath two boxes of rubbers that nobody in this house is ever going to open.

She gets the head of it against herself and holds it there, and she looks down between her own legs at what she is about to do to herself, and then she puts her weight on it.

It goes in and she stops making any sound at all. I can see the exact place it happens, the pale of her giving inward and then folding back over the head of it, and then another half inch, and then it is inside my wife and there is a great deal of it left over. She is doing it herself. Every other night in this room he has put it in her. Tonight she is the one who has to decide, a quarter inch at a time, how much of that she is going to take, kneeling over him with her thighs going, working out the answer in front of me.

The answer is all of it. It was always going to be all of it.

And I get all of it, because she turned herself around to give me all of it.

I can see her face. That is the part I did not have in the chair the first night and did not have from underneath her the night the barrier came off, and I have it now. My wife’s face while it goes into her. Her mouth comes open first and stays open and nothing comes out of it. Her eyebrows go together in the middle like something is being explained to her too fast. The tendons come up in her neck. And she goes down about two inches and stops and has to breathe, and I can see her whole flat stomach working, and I can see the place where he is going into her, the pale of her dragged up tight and thin and stretched to nothing around the width of him and shining wet all the way.

“Slow,” Wade says. He has not moved his hands from behind his head. “You’ve got all night.”

“I know what I’ve got.”

She takes another inch and makes a sound, hnh, punched out of her, and her thighs start to shake either side of him.

It takes her the better part of two minutes to get down onto the whole of it, and I sit in my chair six feet away and watch every stage of it happen on my wife’s face, and by the time she is all the way down with her ass resting on the tops of his thighs and the whole of him gone up into her body there is sweat standing on her forehead and her chest is blotched red from the collarbones to the tops of her breasts and she has both hands flat on his belly holding herself up.

“There,” she says, and it comes out ruined. “There it is.”

“That’s all of it.”

“I know it’s all of it.”

“Say where.”

And my wife, sitting on nine inches of him in the lamp with her husband six feet away, says, “It’s in my stomach,” and then she laughs, one broken piece of a laugh with a sob riding under it, and starts to move.

His hands come out from behind his head.

That is the whole of it and it is the only thing I have ever seen that man’s body do without him telling it to first. Both hands come out and take hold of my sheet and grip it once, and then he puts them back where they were, and his face never changes, and my wife did not see any of it because her eyes are shut.

I saw it. I have been watching that man in this room for three months for exactly that and I have never got it before tonight.

I want to put down what happens next carefully, because it is the thing I did not know was still available to be taken from me, and because of how little he makes of it.

He reaches up and he takes hold of my wife’s breasts.

Both hands, flat, the whole of them, the way he would take hold of anything he intended to move. She is still impaled on the whole nine inches of him, still sitting on it to the root with the massive shaft buried up inside her, and he uses his grip on her breasts to pull her down harder onto himself and then let her up again. Her breasts are small and high and they have never been anything else, and they sit in that man’s big hands with the flesh of them bulging up between his fingers, squeezed tight, the nipples drawn up into hard dark points and standing out through the gaps in his knuckles. He does not stroke her. There is nothing about it that is a caress. He gets hold of her tits and he uses them to work her on his cock, pulling her down and letting her up, setting the pace from up there while she rides, and every time he brings her down the whole thick length of him disappears inside her slim body and I can see her stomach move where it lands.

Twenty years I have had my hands on that woman’s body. I know exactly what I was allowed. She would let me have them for about a minute and then she would take my wrist, not unkindly, never unkindly, and move my hand down onto her hip, and I let her move it every single time for twenty years and I never once asked her why she was doing it. I have never had my mouth on my wife’s nipple with any weight behind it at all. It did not occur to me that it was on the list of things you could do to her. I thought that was the shape of the woman. It was the shape of what she would take off me.

He squeezes and the flesh of her goes white around his fingers and dark above them where it pushes up, and she makes a noise, hnh, punched out of her, and her whole body jerks on him.

“Harder.”

He does it harder, and his face does not change, and his breathing does not change. He is doing this the same way he carries material up a ladder, at the same speed, in no trouble at all, and there is not one ounce of heat coming off him anywhere.

Then he lets go of one and he brings the flat of his hand down across her.

The sound it makes in my bedroom is nothing I have ever heard in this house. A flat wet crack, and the whole of her jumps with it, and her breast jiggles and settles and a red handprint comes up on the pale skin inside of about two seconds, the outline of every finger, and my wife’s back arches and she says ah on the top of her breath and does not stop riding him.

“Again.”

He does it again, the other one, backhanded, the same wet crack, the same red blooming on the skin, and then he does it again and again, alternating, a rhythm of slaps that keeps time with the wet sound of her sliding up and down on his cock, and the marks overlap and go darker, and she is grinding down onto him now with her head back and her mouth open and her hands braced on his chest in the grey hair, and her nipples are so hard they look sore.

“Paul.” She has to find the breath for it and she says it without looking at me, with her chin up and her eyes shut. “Are you watching him do that.”

“I’m watching.”

“Say what he’s doing.”

And I do not have to go anywhere to get it.

“He’s got your tits in his hands,” I say, “and he’s slapping them, and you’re riding him through it.”

“Say the rest.”

“You like it.”

“I love it,” my wife says. “Say that.”

“You love it.”

“Mm,” says Wade, and pulls her down by both nipples until her chest is over his face, and puts his mouth on her, and bites.

She makes a sound I have not heard out of a human being. It comes up out of the bottom of her, hnnGH, and breaks in the middle, and her whole body seizes down on him and her hands go into the hair on his chest and she hangs on and she does not pull away one inch. He holds her there in his teeth for a good three seconds and lets go and does the other one, and when he lets that one go she comes up off him with her breasts wet and marked in two places and her eyes gone unfocused, and she puts one hand on her own chest and presses down on what he did.

There are teeth marks on my wife. Two crescents on the top of the left one, going white and then going dark, and she has her own hand pressed down flat over them, pushing on them, keeping the feeling where he put it.

“God,” she says. “God.”

“You all right.”

“Don’t ask me that.”

“All right.”

He puts his hands on her hips and he pulls her down onto him and holds her there and starts working up into her from underneath, and she has stopped doing anything at all now except being on him, and the wet sound of it comes across six feet of my bedroom floor to my chair, and I am leaking clear onto my own thigh with my hands on the arms of that chair and I do not touch myself.

She comes about four minutes later sitting straight up on him.

It takes her the way it takes her, the sounds shortening and stacking up on each other, ah, ah, ah, riding right over the top of one another, and then the second and a half of complete silence in the middle of all that noise where nothing comes out of her at all, and then it tears out of her and goes through the window screen into my yard and out over the pines, and her thighs give and her back goes and she comes down onto his chest with her face in his neck and shakes.

He holds her through it with one big hand spread out flat on her back and does not change one single thing about what he is doing.

“Paul,” Wade says, when she has got her breath.

“Yes.”

“Come here a minute. I need you.”

And I am out of that chair before he has finished the sentence.

My wife needs a thing done to her that takes more than two hands and I am the other pair of hands in this house, and I get up off my chair at forty-six years old and go and stand at the side of my own bed to be told what to do with them.

“Get her up on her knees for me. Face down.”

I do it. I put my hands on my wife for the first time in two years, and they are the hands of a man moving something, and I get one under her stomach and one on her shoulder and I bring her up onto her knees on my own mattress with her chest going down into my own pillow, and she lets me do it, boneless, breathing hard, and she says, “Mm,” into the cotton.

Wade gets up off the bed and comes around behind her.

“Hold her open.”

I look at him.

“Both hands,” he says. “Thumbs. She’s going to want it and she’s sore from the last one and I don’t want to be working against her when she tightens up.”

So I get down on the bed behind my wife on my knees with my own cock standing up off me and untouched, and I put both hands on my wife’s ass and I take hold and I pull her open with my thumbs, and I hold her there, and I look at what I am holding open. She is swollen and dark and slick and running, and there is a shine on the whole inside of both her thighs down past the knee, and she is still working, still opening and closing on nothing, and there is nowhere in this world I could look right now that is not this.

“That’s it,” Wade says. “Right there. Don’t move your hands.”

He puts the head of it against her and he leans on it and takes half of it in one press, and I feel the whole thing go through her under my hands. It travels. The shock of it comes up her body and out through her shoulders and I have my thumbs an inch either side of the place it goes in and I feel her body take it and give.

And I do not let go.

He works the rest into her over about half a minute and I hold my wife open for him the whole way, and my hands do not shake, and the smell of the two of them comes up into my face from six inches away, my wife’s cunt worked open on a bare cock and the sweat of a working man’s whole day on top of it, and it goes into the back of my throat and stays.

“Good,” Wade says. “You’ve got good hands, Paul.”

And that goes through me worse than anything my wife has ever said to me.

He starts, and I hold her, and I am close enough to feel his belly land against the backs of her thighs on every stroke because the back of my own hands is where it lands.

“Tell him where you want him,” Wade says.

She turns her face out of the pillow.

“Paul.” Her voice has gone down and gone rough and there is not one gram of anything performed in it. “Get under me and put your mouth on me while he does it.”

I go. I go down onto my back on my own bed and work up under my own wife the way I did the night the barrier came off, and she comes down over my face, and there is nothing above me now but the two of them and the whole weight of what is happening a hand’s width from my eyes.

And she talks.

She is naming what I am, in the present tense, while I do it, and she is enjoying it.

“He’s under me,” she says. Not to me.

“I know it.”

“Look at him. Twenty years he never once got me off in that bed and now he’s under it holding my ass open for you.”

“Mm.”

“Say it to him.”

“He’s doing good work down there,” Wade says, mild, not breaking rhythm, a man telling a customer the job is going fine.

She gets a hand down and takes hold of my hair and she puts her mouth about four inches over my face and says the rest of it straight down into me.

“You are the best thing in this house at exactly one job, Paul, and this is it. Not the money. Not the yard. This.” She has to break it around the strokes. “Under it. Where I put you. Getting what he leaves.”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“This is what I’m for.”

“That’s right.” And then, and this is the one I take out and look at afterward for a long time, “And I am never letting you have it any other way as long as you live.”

I get my mouth on her. I work my tongue up into her around the width of him going in and out and I taste the whole of it, her and the salt off the end of him and the sweat off both of them, and there is a bare cock dragging over my own mouth on every stroke and neither of us says one word about that happening.

“And I’ll give you the last one while you’re down there,” she says. “Because I have never said it in this house and it is the only one I have got left.”

“Say it.”

“I am not special.” She has to break it around the strokes. “Not to him. I never was and I am not going to be. There was a woman on the north side who had this Monday and there will be another one before the week is out, and I could put a name to most of them, Paul. I sit down the table from them four times a year and pass them the beans.”

Wade does not answer that.

He does not agree with it and he does not soften it and he does not so much as change his breathing, and it takes me a second under there to understand that he has not answered because there is nothing in it that needs answering. It is not a confession to that man. It is the weather. He told me the whole of it on a bench in a locker room before one thing had happened, and he was not bragging then and he is not doing anything now, and my wife has just laid the worst fact of her life out loud in my bed and the man it is about did not think it was worth a syllable.

“Say the rest of it,” I say.

Because I want the rest of it. That is where I have got to and I have stopped being surprised by it.

“I have known about him since I was thirty-one.” Her thighs are going either side of my head. “Eight years I have looked at the front of that man’s pants in every room in this county and never once been caught, and I stood in that fellowship hall with a paper plate in my hand knowing exactly what was on the other side of the sheet cake, and then I got in the car and came home to you.” She gets a hand down into my hair and takes hold. “And I would have taken my turn. That is the part I want you to have. I never needed to be the one he wanted. I wanted the one thing he has got, and there is only the one of it in eight hundred people, and I would have stood in whatever line there was and said thank you at the end of it.”

And my cock jumps up off my own belly with nothing on this earth anywhere near it.

That is what my body does about my wife telling me she does not even get the dignity of having been chosen. Neither of us does. Not one person in this arrangement is anybody’s first thought, including her, including me, and he does not count us and never has and he said so to my face before I signed a thing. I am a driveway. She is a Tuesday. And I am under her with my mouth full and I am harder than I have been all night.

“Tell me the number,” I say.

She goes still for about half a second.

“Which number.”

“Both of them. Say them.”

And my wife, who has been kind to me for twenty years in the cruelest way a woman can be kind, and who has never once laughed at me, understands exactly what her husband has just asked her for.

“Nine inches,” Mara says. “And four and three quarters.”

Wade does not react to that in any way at all. Not a pause, not a look, not one thing. He goes on working into my wife at the pace he has kept all night, and the fact that he does not think either number is worth a second of his attention is worse than anything he could have said about them.

And my head does what my head does, and there is no stopping it and there never has been.

Nine inches is a two-by-ten. Four and three quarters is a piece of one-by-five, which is trim. It is what you nail on last to hide the gap where two real pieces of material come together.

I have four hundred of the first one stacked under the shed roof at my own yard and I will sell forty of the second by Friday, and I lie under my wife with my mouth open and do that sum while she rides it.

He takes her to the window.

I am not expecting it and neither is she. He pulls out of her and gets an arm around under her and stands her up off my bed and walks her the four steps across my own bedroom floor, and she goes with him with her legs not entirely working, and he turns her and puts her back flat against the glass.

That window looks out at the side of the next place over through a screen of pines, and there is a gap in those pines about eight feet wide where a tree came down two winters ago that I have been meaning to plant, and through the gap you can see the road, and the lamp in here is up all the way.

He picks my wife up.

He does it with no more effort than a man picking up a bag of mortar. One arm under her, and she comes up off my floor, and her legs go around his waist, and her back and her palms and her shoulders go flat against the cold glass, and he holds her there against my window with one forearm under her and gets himself lined up with the other hand and drives up into her from underneath.

She screams.

The glass is cold. She says so twice and neither time is a word, just a sound going up at the end, ahh?, the way you would ask a question you already know the answer to. That is what she is in. Her shoulder blades and the back of her head and the flat of both hands are on cold glass and every other inch of her is against a man who has been out in it since five and is putting off heat like a stove. The whole day comes up off him in that heat and goes straight into her face, the sweat gone over three times, the sun, the leather, the joint compound, the plaster out of a house on the north side, and she has her nose in the side of his neck and is breathing all of it. She is caught between the cold and the smell of him and there is nowhere for her to go in either direction.

And I am on my feet.

I go and I stand at that window beside them, close enough to put my hand on the frame, and I do. I put my hand flat on my own window frame and I look out through the gap in the pines at the road, and the light is on over Wade’s shop seven houses down where his wife is, and behind me and beside me my wife is being fucked against the glass hard enough that the whole sash is knocking in its frame.

And then there are headlights.

They come up the road slow behind the pines and swing through the gap and go across the ceiling of my own bedroom, across the wall, across the back of my wife’s head where it is pressed on the glass, and out. Somebody going home. It takes about four seconds.

Nobody stops. Wade does not slow down and does not look up. Mara does not turn her head and I do not think she knows it happened.

There is a wheel on that lamp cord and it is a step and a half from my hand.

I do not touch the lamp.

Then I turn my head and look at it from a foot away.

The whole massive length of him is going up into her and I can see every inch of it work. He is standing with his knees bent and his belly against her and he is driving up, and it comes out of her nearly to the head on every one, ridged and dark and streaming, the fat purple head appearing and going back, and her lips dragged out with it and shoved back in, pulled thin and pale and stretched past anything, and the heavy sac swinging up and slapping wet against her ass on every landing. She is soaked to the knee. There is a run of it going down the inside of one thigh and over his hip.

The glass has gone opaque behind her shoulders and her back and the flat of both her hands. Her breath is going out of her against my window in short pieces and the fog spreads and shrinks with it, and she has left two handprints on my own bedroom glass at the height of her shoulders that will still be there in the morning when the sun comes around. Her back drags up the glass on every one and comes back down, skrrk, and sticks, and tears loose, and does it again.

“Ah. Ah. AH.”

“That’s it.”

“Don’t put me down. Don’t you put me down.”

“I’m not putting you down.”

She comes standing up against my window with her whole body going rigid and her heels locked at the small of his back, and I watch it flood down him, and I watch him hold her right there through the whole of it without slowing one bit, and my wife makes a noise into the side of my neighbor’s pine trees that anybody on that road would have known the voice of.

And I am standing a foot away with my hand on the frame and I have not been touched by anybody tonight and I am not going to be.

She is still going when Wade says, “I’m going to finish in you.”

“Do it.”

“Say it properly.”

“Finish in me,” my wife says against the glass. “All of it. Where he can see.”

He carries her back to my bed and puts her down on it and goes into her and does it, and I get up onto the bed with them without waiting to be asked, because there is nowhere else in this room I would be, and I get down beside her hip close enough to see it happen through the skin.

His rhythm goes for the second time since this began, and the second time is all of it. Four short deep ones that bottom the frame against the wall on every landing. Then he puts the whole of it in her and stops, and his sac draws up hard and tight against her, and he grunts once, low, nnh, and that is the only sound he makes.

And I am not underneath it this time.

That is the difference and it is the whole difference. The night the barrier came off I was flat on my back under the two of them and what I got was the mechanism, the shaft jumping over my face, the machinery of it working a hand’s width from my eyes. Tonight I am up beside my wife’s hip with my face level with hers.

I do not get the mechanism. I get her face.

I get to watch my wife find out.

Her eyes are open and there is nothing in this room they are looking at. Her mouth comes open and stays open. Something goes across her from the inside that has nothing to do with anybody’s hands, and she says oh on about the third one, small, the way you say it when a thing you were told about your whole life turns out to be true. Her chin comes up off the sheet. The tendons stand out in her neck. And her whole stomach draws in and lets go, in and lets go, on a rhythm that is not hers and that I can count, because he is filling my wife up and her body is keeping the time of it.

“There,” she says. “Oh. There. Paul, it’s going in.”

“I know.”

“Say it while it’s happening.”

“He’s coming in you.”

“Say the rest.”

“There’s nothing between you,” I say, “and there never will be again, and I bought the box and I drove fifty minutes for it and it’s in the drawer and it’s never coming out.”

“That’s right.”

And that is when I go.

There is not one hand anywhere near me. I am kneeling on my own bed beside my wife’s hip with my cock standing straight up off my belly and untouched and it comes up out of the floor of me, that pull at the root I know from being twenty-five years old, and I have about a second and a half of feeling it coming.

Then it softens.

It goes at the very edge the way it has gone every single time, on my father’s desk and at the pull-off and under her hand at my kitchen table and on my own bedroom floor and under her that night in the second month. Whatever holds it up puts it down. And it comes out of me anyway, soft and small in nobody’s hand, thick and slow, four or five long pulses I feel in my belly and my thighs and the backs of my knees, over my own knuckles and down onto my own sheet beside my wife’s hip.

And there is nothing in it.

That is what I want down and it is the whole of what this night was. No shame arrives. I kneel there on my own bed with my hand full of myself and my heart going and I wait for it out of pure habit, the way you brace for a step that is not there, and it does not come, and it is not going to, and I understand kneeling there that it stopped coming some while ago and I have only just now noticed.

I am hard for what happens in this room and I go soft the second it turns into a thing I am doing, and that is not a fault in me and it is not a punishment. It is the arrangement working. My body has one job in this house and it did it.

It was not her saying it that finished me. She has said worse tonight than she has ever said and I stayed exactly where I was through all of it. It was me. I heard my own voice say the thing about the box and the drive and the drawer and I went, and there is nobody in this room I can hand that to.

And Mara reaches over without looking and puts her hand down flat in it on the sheet beside her own hip, in the wet of it, and leaves it there.

That is all she does about it. She does not say one word and she does not look over and she does not wipe her hand off on anything, then or after.

Wade looks down at me on my own bed with my own come on my knuckles.

“You did fine tonight, Paul,” he says, and there is not one gram of anything else in it anywhere, and he means every word, and I have stopped needing to do anything about that.

He says it without coming out of her. He has not moved. He is still in my wife to the root with his weight on his forearms and his breathing coming back down, and he stays there a good long while after there is any reason to, and she lies underneath him with her hands loose on the sheet and does not once ask him to get off.

She asked for this in my truck on a Saturday on the way to the paint place, with her bare feet up on my dash and one of them going. She said she wanted to be lying there after with it still in her. I said okay in the only voice I have got, and I have thought about that sentence most weeks since and never once managed to picture the actual shape of it.

When he does come out of her, some while later, hardly anything comes with him.

That is what I did not expect and it is the thing I keep. I am braced for it and it does not happen. She feels him go and her whole body closes up behind him, her thighs come together and her hips tip back and she puts her own hand down flat over herself and holds it there and keeps it. There is a little of it on the inside of one thigh. That is the whole of what my sheet gets tonight.

The rest of it is up in my wife and it is staying there. She is not going to get up and go and wash it out. She is going to lie in my bed and hold it in and go to sleep like that, and in about forty minutes I am going to lie down beside her.

. . .

He is gone by half nine because he has a water heater on the north side at seven.

He washes in my bathroom, over a drawer with a sewing tape in it and two boxes of rubbers on top of the tape that he does not know about and never will, and he comes back and gets dressed while my wife lies face down and boneless with the sheet down off her, and he does not linger and he does not swagger and he never has.

“She’ll be sore,” he says on the way past. “Worse than usual. Put something cold on her front, she’ll thank you for it.”

“All right.”

“Tuesday.”

“Tuesday.”

I walk him out in my work pants and nothing else and he stops on my porch with the moths going at the light and puts his hand out and I shake it, and there is nothing in the grip, nothing at all, just a big dry hand holding mine for a second like he is glad to have it. Then the truck starts up in my drive with the sound this whole town knows and backs out and goes off down the road past Ruthanne’s toward his own house, seven or eight houses and a bend away, where the light is on over the shop and a woman who has known since before they were married is waiting up with something for his back.

Nobody on this road lifts their head.

I go back up the hall.

The lamp is still up all the way and my bedroom looks like what happened in it. The sheet is wrecked in three places. There are two handprints on the window glass at shoulder height, and a wide smear under them where her back was, and I stand and look at them for a while and decide I am not going to do anything about that either.

My wife is on her stomach with her cheek on her forearm and her legs apart, and everything in her is at a dead stop.

I go and get the cold thing out of the freezer and wrap it in the good dish towel with the blue stripe and bring it back and she takes it off me without opening her eyes and puts it where she needs it and says, “Oh, thank God.”

Then I lie down beside her on my side of my own bed, in the wet, on my back, with my hands behind my head.

She has four marks on her that will still be there Tuesday. Two above the left nipple and two below the right one, and they have already gone that dark plum color, and they are not from anything anybody did by accident. She will wear a suit to the lake in three weeks with the cut of it high enough that nobody sees, and she will know they are there the whole afternoon, and so will I, and so will one other person on that beach.

The worst thing a man can be in this town is not the husband everybody knows about. It is the one still pretending he is not. There is a man on the north side of this town tonight lying in the dark next to a wife who came home quiet-eyed on a Wednesday, working out what he is going to not say to her in the morning. I am not doing that. I have not done that since the spring. I am the one who set this table and I ate at it tonight with my own two hands.

She rolls over onto her side, slow, and it costs her, and she gets herself up against my shoulder and puts her leg over mine, which she has not done in something like eight years.

“Paul.”

“Yeah.”

She gets her mouth up next to my ear.

“You can stop pretending now,” my wife says.

And I lie there in my own bed in the wet with my wife’s leg over mine and her mouth at my ear, and I do not have to tell her that I did, months ago, in a kitchen on a Saturday morning with a stack of bills in front of me and her hand on my shoulder.

She knows. She was there. She is only saying it because tonight it finally means the other thing.

Out on the road a truck goes by, further off, somebody else’s.

I did not clean that window. It is Tuesday now and they are still on it, two hands at shoulder height and the long smear under them where her back was, and the sun comes around onto that glass at about half four in the afternoon and puts the whole of it up on the far wall of my bedroom, backwards, for about twenty minutes, and then it goes.

His truck will be in my drive in an hour and a half. I am not going to clean it before then either.


Whose Truck That Is

I can still name every truck in this town from a quarter mile out. That has not changed and it is not going to. What has changed is that there is only one of them I listen for.

I unlock the office at six forty because I have unlocked the office at six forty since my father handed me the keys, and the sign over the loading bay still carries our name in letters two feet high with the paint gone chalky on the north face where the weather comes from. The mill whistle goes at seven. Ignacio brings the forklift out and drives it like he is annoyed at it. The yard smells the way it has smelled my whole life, cut pine and sawdust and the creosote off the treated stack that sits in the fabric of everything I own, and it is in my shirt right now and it will be on my pillow tonight.

Nothing out here knows one thing about my life.

I slept seven hours. I want to put that down because of what it used to be. There were two years where I lay in the dark on my side of that bed and listened to my wife breathe and waited to find out whether tonight was a night I was going to have to be a man for her, and then found out again that I could not be, and I did that for something like seven hundred nights and never once said a word about it to anybody. I did not know how tired I was. You do not, is the thing. You cannot feel the weight of a thing you have never once put down.

Now I go to sleep. I lie down next to a woman who has been fucked to a standstill in that room by somebody else and I am out in about four minutes, most nights, and the strange part is not that I sleep. The strange part is how ordinary it is. There is no ceremony in it anywhere. It was the pretending that kept me up. It was never the truth.

Everybody on this street knows whose truck that is and whose drive it is headed for. They have known since before I did. The only thing that is new in this town is that I stopped being the one man in it who was working at not knowing, and I am the one who gave him the key, and I sleep fine.

Renzo is at the counter at half seven arguing about a delivery window, the same delivery window, and I give him the same answer I have given him since the spring and he takes it the same way. Junie’s mother wants two sheets of lattice and cannot get them in her car and I have Ignacio run them out this afternoon. A man from the co-op wants to talk about the setback rule.

This is my life and it is exactly the life I built and I have not lost one square foot of it.

Wade comes in at ten past eight.

He parks up by the bay because he is going to load. That truck sounds the way it has always sounded and every soul in this building hears it come off the highway turn, and Renzo does not look up, and Ignacio does not look up, and I do not look up either because I do not have to.

“Paul.”

“Wade.”

He has a list on the back of an envelope in that square carpenter’s printing. Half-inch ply, four sheets. A lift of drywall for the north side. Deck screws by the pail. And two-by-ten, six of them, sixteen foot, for a header.

I pull the ticket myself.

Nine inches. That is the width of a two-by-ten, near enough, and I have known that in my hands since I was a boy, and I found out the other thing it was the width of at my own kitchen table on a Saturday morning with the bills in front of me. My wife knelt on my bed with a sewing tape and read the number out loud and the man lay there and let her do it like he was having his gas meter read.

I write it in the book under my own hand. Six, sixteen foot, and the price, and my father’s small looping P at the end of the line. My hand is steady. It has been steady the whole time. This is the one thing I have ever been genuinely good at and it turns out you can do it right through anything.

“You need a hand with the lift?”

“I’ve got it.”

He always has it. He goes out and loads his own material one armload at a time with the tailgate down, the belly and the grey in his hair and the boots with the steel showing through the toes, and I stand behind my counter in a clean shirt and watch a stocky forty-four-year-old contractor put six sixteen-foot two-by-tens up on a ladder rack, and I know the exact weight of every board he is lifting because I sold it to him, and I know what is going to happen in my bedroom tonight at about ten past seven, and both of those facts sit in me at the same time and neither one of them is doing anybody any harm.

I am half hard behind my own counter on a Tuesday morning. I have been for about a minute. I put my forearms on the worn wood the way I have put my forearms on it for twenty years and I ring up the man’s order and say the total out loud like a total.

“That’ll do it.”

“Appreciate you.” He puts his hand out and I shake it, and there is nothing in the grip, nothing at all, just a big dry hand holding mine for a second like he is glad to have it. “Seven all right tonight?”

“Seven’s fine.”

“She said seven but I’d sooner hear it off you.”

And there it is, one more time, and I have stopped bleeding about it. He has asked me some version of that question every week for months. Not permission. He does not need permission and we both know exactly what the terms are and who set them. It is the same thing as telling a man his compressor is going. He does not leave a thing unhandled and he never has, and it is the reason half this county gives him a key, and it is the reason I gave him mine.

“Seven,” I say.

He goes. The truck starts up with the sound this whole town knows and rolls out past the racks and the tree line and turns onto Main, loaded with material I sold him ten minutes ago, and it goes down past the diner and past the bank and past the church with the fellowship hall behind it where I stood by the urn with a bad cup of coffee and felt my shoulders come down for the first time in two years.

Everyone on that street can see what is on that rack. They can see it is a header and they can price it out to the dollar if they want to, and every one of them can tell you whose truck it is, and about four of them can tell you which house it is going to first and it is not the one with the header in it.

Nobody says anything. Nobody ever has. That is not a conspiracy and it never was. It is just that there is no sentence you could say out loud on Main Street about any of this that would not immediately become the worst thing that ever happened to the man who said it, and everybody here has to live here afterward.

A young fellow comes in at nine for joist hangers and a box of ledger screws. Amias, married about a year, works out at the plant with Emmett, building a deck off the back of the little place he and his wife bought off an estate sale last year.

He gets his material and then he stands there a second longer than the transaction needs.

“You know if Wade does small jobs? Noor wants it done before the fall and I’m on nights all summer.”

And I look at that kid across my own counter.

I could tell him. That is a real thing sitting there in front of me, and I turn it over for about a second and a half, which is a second longer than I would have taken a year ago because a year ago I would not have understood the question. I could say a sentence right now that would put a thing in that young man’s head he would never get back out.

“He does,” I say. “He’s good. He’ll be honest with you about the cost.”

“That’s what I heard.”

“Tell him I sent you.”

And he goes out with his hangers under his arm, and I stand there and let it go, and that is the whole of it. Nobody did that to me either. It is how the bodies came out and there is nobody in this county to be angry at, and if that boy is going to find out something about his marriage it is not going to be over a counter from a man selling him ledger screws.

I got the same courtesy from every person in this town for two solid years. I am not going to be the one who breaks it.

. . .

She comes in at twenty past eleven with two coffees from the diner.

The bell goes over the door and she comes in out of the light with the sun behind her, and out in the yard Ignacio stops the forklift for no reason that has anything to do with the forklift, and I have watched that happen since the day she first walked in here on somebody else’s errand.

Mara is thirty-nine years old and there is not one soft place on her anywhere. Dark hair with the red in it when the light is behind her like it is now, pushed back off her face with the back of her wrist. The wide mouth she does not paint most days. She is in a sleeveless thing and cutoffs and the sandals that are basically a suggestion, and she is brown to the thigh, and there is a spray of freckles over her nose and the tops of her shoulders and the small white scar through the eyebrow from a horse when she was twelve.

She is walking carefully. It is small and nobody in this building would catch it and I catch it from forty feet because I have been reading that woman for twenty years and this is what I read her for now. There is a pause where she comes off one foot and puts the other down. She had him Friday and she is having him again at seven and she is going to walk like this until Thursday.

She sets a coffee on my counter.

“That one’s yours. They’ve got the good lids back.”

“Miracles.”

“Don’t start.”

She leans on the counter across from me, both forearms down on the worn wood, the way a person leans on a counter, and the neck of that top falls open about two inches with her weight forward, and I am the only man on this side of it.

There are four marks on my wife.

Two above the left, two below the right, gone from that dark plum to the color a bruise goes when it has started giving up, and one of them still has the shape of a tooth in it if you know what you are looking at. She has known they are there every hour of the last four days. She dressed in front of that mirror this morning and picked a top that covers them standing up and does not cover them leaning forward, and then she drove into town and leaned forward on her husband’s counter.

And I can read them on other women now. That is the skill this thing gave me and it is the only one I ever got out of it. It used to be the stillness, which took me three weeks to learn off Darlene at a grocery register on a Tuesday. It is more than that now. It is a woman in this town wearing a collar in July, or keeping her arms folded through a whole conversation she would ordinarily talk with her hands through, and I clock it in about a second and a half and I am not wrong. I was wrong twice, early on. I have not been wrong since the spring.

Nobody knows I can do it. There is no use for it anywhere and there is nobody on God’s earth I could ever tell, and I would not give it up for money.

And she smells like him.

She showered. That is not the point and it has never been the point. She showered and she put on whatever she puts on, and underneath it, faint and warm and absolutely there, coming up off my wife’s skin in the heat of a summer morning in the building with my name on it, is a working man’s sweat that is not mine.

I put both hands flat on the counter.

I am hard in my work pants behind the counter my father stood behind for forty years, at twenty past eleven on a Tuesday, in front of Renzo and Ignacio and a man from the co-op and my own wife, and the counter is chest high and made of two inch stock and there is not one person in this building who will ever know it. That is what the counter has always been for. I have been standing behind it selling this county the material for work I cannot do myself since I was twenty-six years old.

“You’re quiet,” she says.

“I’m working.”

“You’re not working. You’re standing there.” She turns the coffee a half turn on the counter, which is a thing she does, and looks at me over the top of it with her chin down. “You slept.”

“I slept.”

“I know you did. You were gone before I got the light off.” She says it without one gram of anything in it, the way she has said everything to me since a Saturday morning in a kitchen months ago. “You used to lie there. I want you to know I always knew you were lying there.”

“I know you did.”

“Twenty years, Paul.”

“I know.”

And my wife looks at me across my own counter, and her foot is not going.

That is the thing I keep coming back around to and it is going to be the thing I take with me. There was a motor running under that woman every waking minute of the twenty years I have known her, the heel tapping, the cushions rearranged, the standing at a window touching the frame, the dressing for nothing on a Thursday night with nowhere on God’s earth to go. I never once switched it off. Not with a house, not with a truck bought new, not with a name on a building, not with two decades of showing up.

It has been off since the second month. It is not a stillness that wears off by morning anymore and it has not been for a long while. It is just how she is now.

She is content. My wife is content, in my building, drinking coffee she brought me, and I am not the reason, and I am the man who arranged the reason, and those are two different things and I have stopped needing them to be the same one.

“He’s coming at seven,” she says.

“He told me. He asked me himself.”

“Of course he did.” Something goes across her face, warm, a little amused, entirely without pity. “That man.”

“That man.”

“You’ll be home by six?”

“I close at six.”

“Then be home by six,” my wife says, and there is a half step down in her voice on the last three words that has nothing to do with the delivery schedule, and my whole body hears it, and I put my weight forward onto my forearms on the counter and hold still.

Renzo comes down the aisle with a pail of deck screws and puts them on the counter beside her elbow, and says morning to her, and she says morning back, and I ring him up and take his money and write it in the book under my own hand. He goes out. The bell goes. Ignacio starts the forklift again out in the yard.

And Mara reaches across my counter and puts her hand over mine.

She does it in the open, in front of the window, in the middle of the morning, with the door standing open onto Main Street and Junie’s mother going past on the sidewalk outside and the whole of this town free to look in. Her palm is warm and dry and steady on the back of my hand, and she does not pat it and she does not squeeze it and she is not being brave about anything.

She just leaves it there.

Four seconds. Five, maybe. Longer than a sham marriage ever gets, and long enough that if anybody out on that sidewalk were watching they would see a woman touch her husband on purpose in the building he owns, and they would not think one single thing about it, because it is the most ordinary thing in this town and always has been.

There is nothing to say about it. There has never been anything to say about any of it in this town, and for two years that was the thing that was killing me, and now it is the thing holding the whole of my life up.

She takes her hand back and picks up her coffee.

“Six,” she says.

“Six.”

And she goes out into the light with the bell going behind her, past the racks and the stacked lumber going grey at the ends, and gets in her car and turns onto Main, and out past the fence the ground drops away into scrub and the tree line starts and does not stop for forty miles, and it is an hour to anywhere that has a hospital or a movie or a person I have never met, and there is not one thing on this earth I want out there.

I stand behind my counter with my forearms on the wood.

At noon I will pull the two boxes of joist hangers Wade will need Thursday and set them aside under the register with his name on the tag. At six I will lock the bay and drive the four miles home with the windows down and the yard on me. At ten of seven I will hear a truck come off the road, and the whole street will hear it, and nobody will lift their head.

I will take my clothes off in my own kitchen with the light off, and go up my own hallway, and sit down in the chair I carried up there myself, and put my thumbs in the two worn places on the arms where they fit.

I am forty-six years old. I have the yard and the building and the name on the sign and the house on the east edge with the good porch, and I have Mara, who married me for the money and stayed for it and has never once lied to me about either, and who is going to be in my bed tonight underneath the only man in this county who can finish what she needs.

I pay for all of it. That is my job and I am good at it and it has never once been in doubt.

I am not the one. I was never going to be the one, not at forty-six with nothing working and not at twenty-six with everything working, and no amount of loving that woman was ever going to change the arithmetic, and I have got the peace of that now and I would not give it back for anything anybody could put on this counter.

The mill whistle goes at noon for the half shift.

I go and pull the hangers.


From the Author

If you made it this far, you already know the truth.

The ache. The heavy, involuntary pulse of arousal. The agonizing thrill of watching from the corner, and the intoxicating lust of being the wife who finally takes exactly what she wants.

I write for readers who crave that intensity without apology—stories that make your breath catch and your body burn long after the final page. Explicit cuckold and hotwife erotica. The taboo high of making your man complicit in your cheating, of taking a bull’s massive dick, and feeling him fill you with, while your husband watches. Wives who finally stop pretending, bulls who take absolute command, and husbands who discover the devastating relief of letting go.

The Cuckold Collection

This story is part of The Cuckold Collection—standalone erotic novellas exploring the raw, addictive edge of inadequacy, the unapologetic empowerment of a hotwife, and the total surrender of a marriage rewritten by a better man.

Each story is a deep dive into the taboo—the desperate, heavy-breathing desires you never dare to admit out loud. Whether you crave the corner, or you crave the bull.

No vanilla compromises. No safe endings. Just absolute surrender.

More from Jade Hotwife

Give in to the craving. Explore my complete collection of explicit erotica and psychological kink.

→ See Everything on Amazon

Stay Close

Click Follow on my Amazon Author Page to get notified the moment I publish something new.

One Last Thing

If this story moved you—if it left you breathless, aching, or desperately satisfied—please leave a rating or review on Amazon.
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