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1.

THE KEY CATCHES IN THE LOCK, BUT I KNOW THE trick; a swift twist and I open the door, inwards, shoulder finding the worn spot His shoulder must do, and I am struck by the warm, rich scent of Him, salty as blood, and I am afraid, as I am each week, that something has changed, more than the seasonal shiftings of cotton to wool, canvas shoes to suede, glossy leather, doormat thick with envelopes bearing cheques from aunts and festive greetings. I set my bucket down, just inside, filled in technicolour haphazardness with bottles and two-textured sponges and, like a bloodhound, no, a spaniel, melting-eyed and caramel, I seek sugary florals in the air; check that no second toothbrush, pink, lolls in the marble tooth mug; no twin wine glasses on the kitchen counter or on the low table, jammy residue thickening acidly, or, even worse, prim matching mugs silty with morning coffee and shared murmurings. He is alone, and my heart squeezes crushingly tight with love as I hold my breath with leaden air and dispose of it. You think you know what love is, I imagine, but you don’t. It’s not holding hands, and feeling safe, fond smiles and tender kisses, bringing home silk-petalled flowers on a Friday, picking up that green and bone-dry wine you know He likes. I spit on that. Love is this: when it is your greatest desire to slice open His chest and crawl inside Him to rest. A compulsion to drink His blood, great copper gulps of it, to press yourself to Him, limb to limb, palm to palm, so that you might be absorbed. Burrowing inside His bones, becoming His very marrow. It is disappearing entirely into Him. This is the way I love Him, and the way He must surely love me.

Surely, surely I say, because we have not met – face to face, that is, although our correspondence is lengthy and a meeting of true, true minds. I clean His small one-bedroom flat once a week and I know every inch of it and so every inch of Him, that hard body that I have studied so diligently in photographs. He likes Radio 4, set to a volume where the white male voices whisper conspiratorially. He watches The Wire again and again, looping through season after season, spring to summer, subtitles on to hear over the foamy brushing of His teeth, the buzz of His razor, carelessly showering apostrophes, semicolons. His eyelashes, discarded wishes, fit so dearly to the curve of my fingertip that I cannot bear to blow them away. I touch them to my tongue and press them to my eyelids, rather than watch them shiver into the air. He cycles to work when it isn’t raining, and His shampoo smells like heady rosemary and lavender: like Provence, I imagine, in late summer, drowsy bees and His hair, tousled, just stirring in a breeze. His fingerprints are universes. The flat shimmers with them, and those of others, sometimes. Some must belong to friends, family, but His touch I recognise, a firm fingertip to a switch, a dimple in a pot of hair product, assertive. I see in the smeared hallway mirror and skirting board the uncertain, clumsy marks of His insufferable older sister and a doughy baby niece with raisin eyes and very little hair, the lack thereof often accentuated by a desperate bowed headband and pink knickerbockers: look, she’s a girl. He is myself, cast into a different mould. And so it is each time I roll my hair into a knot, pierce it into place with a pin, push up my sleeves and work carefully, lovingly: smoothing, wiping, plumping, sweeping. I lick the floor clean. I run my hands over the fabric of the place, the bones of Him, and they sting and suffer from the cleaning products I use. I will never wear gloves; each little pain I feel is in service to Him, an act of devotion. I bury my face into His pillow and sometimes I am moved to tears by the hollow that His body has left under the duvet that still exhales the smell of Him. I carefully fit myself into it, seeking the last vestiges (do I imagine them?) of sleep-warmth and close my eyes. I am a cat, curled. The morning sun, already hot, strokes my eyelids with a rosy luminescence and I imagine John Donne, dark-eyed and neatly bearded, limbs tangled with his lady love, chastising that great star for gazing through the curtains at them, ending their ardent night.

I rise. Busy old fool. Unruly sun. I have spoken aloud; my voice is quiet, deeper than I’d like, so I practise breathy whispers at home, coaxing my voice up into a register that registers with men – it’s primitive, I read – will register with Him, although His voice, rich and cool, ganache, will make my own sound light, clear, like a bird’s, and He will run a finger along the line of my throat and say how beautiful it is to hear me speak, how thrilling, how He loves me desperately. I find myself speaking every time I am here, or singing, or humming, or laughing, trying out sounds so the walls know me, so my breath mixes with His the way it will – soon. I smooth the duvet flat over our twin bodies. Moving through to the bathroom I slide His toothbrush into my mouth and absently suck. Why dost thou thus, through windows and through curtains, call on us? I wipe the mirror of its toothpaste constellations, His Virgo with my Capricorn, and wish His face were reflected with mine, on top of mine. How our noses and mouths might align, skin on skin, lips tracing the other’s, His straight brows striking through my curved ones, His stubbled jaw blueing my own. I am practised at removing the metal pin that gleams at the nape of my neck – I have done it a hundred times – so that my hair tumbles weightily down my back. My ear is cocked: should I ever hear His key grate in the lock, accompanied by an idle hum, a tsk of annoyance at a forgotten jacket, furled umbrella, perhaps, at leaving His mobile phone charging by His bed – I shall shake my hair loose and turn and glow at Him, and glow.

I methodically dust the tops of the few frames on the wall in front of me: a retro Wimbledon poster, holiday snaps – Greece, Barbados – and a degree certificate revealing a 2:1 from Warwick. My own graduation I did not attend; it seems relegated to the distant past now, bringing with it a move to London, after a restless six or seven months tucked back into village life at my mother’s. It was laundry snapping seagull-bright, tiptoeing upstairs at 11.30, lonely and thirsty and drunk, in torn tights. I cohabited uneasily with my mother, sulking under her blue-eyed stare as I watched daytime TV in the sitting room (ideally drawing room, not living room, never lounge, scolded my mother in my youth), making toast in the kitchen, lying prone in the garden, reading and rereading books, plays, poems, until particular lines and paragraphs revolved in my head as if on a carousel. She did not, does not, know what to say to me, or how to talk to me, now, and any of her half-hearted attempts – sweetheart . . . coupled with an outstretched hand – I met with glib incomprehension, and she never pushed harder, relenting and moving on to a comfortable topic: my sister, now a lawyer, now earning this much, now attending this event, now living here, now holidaying there. (Unsaid: you are nothing, doing nothing, going nowhere.)

Once I had wrestled my life into two suitcases and left for London, I decided to become a cleaner, reckoning it would be a menial but short-term job where I could choose my hours and horrify my mother while applying for something respectable in my spare time. Respectable, or impressive, soaring, perhaps, a new life, where my mother would soon mention my exploits and adventures with embarrassing pride in her emails to close cousins, not just as a little postscript to my sister. Cleaning would be temporary, working when I wanted, my own boss – a freelancer – practically an entrepreneur, coolly swiping through the cartoonish app at my leisure, choosing, deliberating, o the choices. It was that or become a Deliveroo driver, whisking myself narrowly through traffic, squashy burgers gently steaming in a silvery nest, sagging falafel wraps, dully aromatic curries forced under cardboard lids, prawn toast – but after watching with my stomach twisting, eyes burning, the almost slow-motion spinning of a cyclist under the wheels of a lorry on the South Circular, I could not bring myself to do it.

In my search for a room, I had a humiliating failed interview with a house of three neat women with pale, clean hair and very white teeth, clad in lululemon leggings, yoga mats rolled up in a line by the front door, scented candles and Booker Prize novels written by BIPOC authors or northerners scattered about the place, Hendrick’s and Fever-Tree bought by the crate, where they made forced, stupid conversation about the weather – o the sun is giving me life – university – o my cousin Phoebe went there, and did Eng Lit too – and job – o you’re still looking? (accompanied by a scribble in a notebook on lap, circled, punctuated). One was hiding a regional accent of some sort, placing her consonants more carefully than her drawling companions whose voices purred with vocal fry. I wondered if she was from Kent. She asked if I liked ‘hanging out’ or whether I kept myself to myself. Unsure of the right answer, trying to work out if they would want me hidden away, a coarse Bertha Mason, when their little friends popped over for girl dinners, or if they envisioned me participating; perhaps topping up their rosé or clearing plates, allowed to perch appreciatively at their feet like a child, I pulled my knees together, where gravity and the great rolling of my thighs on their duck-egg sofa had coaxed them apart, looked at the white, bright space and said I would probably stay in my room most of the time. They paused meaningfully and I, impassive, marked the swift, flickering glances they shot each other. Or not, I said, too late: I can hang out. I make a great (hazarding a guess) vegetarian lasagne, with butternut squash and puy lentils. Getting desperate: it’s easily made vegan. The thinnest one was taking notes; she looked up. We’ll get back to you, Alex. (It’s Alice.) Thanks so much. So nice to meet you – a phrase, I noted coldly, always condemned as common by my mother. As I quitted the house, I imagined one turning to the others, drooping her willowy arms balletically to mime a substantial stomach, mine, blowing sweet air into her smooth cheeks, rounding her eyes to depict my heft. I imagined her friends laughing merrily together, voices like bells, tickled by my audacity at daring to envision a life in this house, then their smiles fading as I was forgotten, the Zara Home cushions I had disfigured replumped, the next interviewee expected and selected, a congenial evening ordering in celebratory sashimi enjoyed.

I ended up in one of those bay-windowed Edwardian monstrosities, with too much corridor and landing, and cramped little bedrooms, each featuring a sash window that welcomed in a waterfall of condensation on cold days, with dogged weeds thrusting through the cracked paving of the front garden, slightly too far from the station for comfort, but, you know, fine. I have two housemates, although I hate the phrase, which is too chummy and jovial and does not accurately reflect our relationship: some PhD student in his thirties with a beard, Canadian, whom I hear pouring cereal for himself in the early hours, and pacing in his room, I wonder every so often about appearing, spectre-like, in his bed; and a simpering charity worker, Sasha, round-cheeked, with teeth that go off in different directions like fireworks, who has polycystic ovary syndrome and lets us all know it. I have come to loathe their cosy sofa-sittings, heads turning in unison under the blue gaze of the television to peer and wonder and smirk at the front door as I come in.

After several months I found work in a small meaningless office nearby – the bargain version of my sister’s sleek workplace – as a paralegal. My London life, once quivering with promise – acceptance, friendships, love – was reduced to a miserable high street, vastly more Levantine restaurants than necessary, Pret, a mobile-unlocking stall, New Look, the Shard a distant glitter on the horizon, needling the sky. By this time, I had accrued a despicable but regular cleaning schedule, only accepting the job requests of those who lived a walk or short bus journey away, and seemed like they might be unencumbered by children or responsibility (zooming in on their app profile pictures, finding them on LinkedIn), initially to avoid the toddler-scrawlings and repellent nappy bins of family homes, then so as better to examine their carefree young lives, detesting them all, and their bedraggled spirals of hair on shower floors and walls, toast crumbs sharply underfoot, hardening clementine Christmas-peelings on patchy sofa arms, endless ragged tissues and open-mouth lipstick blottings, the mildew stench of drying laundry, the sour unmade beds, the wispy scraps of underwear and tissue-paper bras, kicked off heels, half-drunk and undrunk cups of tea on every single surface, stacked Evening Standards, the cheerfully tinkling and convivial recycling bin, and bedside drawers of rolling sex toys, the occasional notes – hi, can you look at bathroom today? – the odd £5 tip for a job well done, a red wine stain scrubbed. I would pocket the money and any loose change I might find, then ladder the tights in their wicker laundry baskets, spit in their oat milk. I would examine used condoms with fascination and disgust. I would take underwear at random. I liked to imagine their tuts, their furrowed brows as they held a limp sock in one hand while searching for the other, or looking with increased panic for those lucky leopard-print briefs that I had washed and worn, the cruel waistband leaving red welts on my flesh, although they looked worse than they felt.

Tom was different. I still reread the first message He sent me after I idly accepted the job one unremarkable Friday morning. I had more or less decided to stop cleaning by this point, and was summoning the energy to reluctantly text my mother to see if she still spoke to her school friend who was a solicitor or something, sickened by and jealous of these blithe and slovenly creatures and their little lives I scrubbed weekly, but fate sent Him my way – just in time. How boredly I tapped ‘accept’, without even glancing at His profile picture, how little I knew how my life would change. I ran an eye over the message, then, stunned, read it again, cheeks warming, blood rushing: Good morning! :) Thanks for agreeing to clean for me – bins are bottom of main stairs turn left. Tom. PS Sorry my flat so messy!

Tom. The tentative smiley face, the nervous exclamation marks, no sense of self-importance, His simple kindness in thanking me. That full stop after His name, the solidity of it. But most of all, it was the sudden convulsion, shocking, painful, in my heart, as I read those words, that felt like a chaotic, agonising bursting – no – a blossoming in my breast, something taking deep root, searing into the dark muscle, snaking through the aorta, the vena cava, reaching frail green shoots to Him. I gasped, cried out, bent double, clutching my phone to my chest, His words, good morning good morning good morning pulsing in my heart, my bloodstream, until the ebb and flow of pain died, and I got my breath back and stood, euphoric and sweating. Un coup de coeur, the French say, for falling in love – a blow to the heart. Familiar yet strange – I felt it; this, this was real. I smiled for the first time that day, and love followed: setting foot in His flat for the first time felt like coming home, an enveloping. I could see the lacklustre trajectory of my career ahead of me, once I contacted my mother, the informal interview, the smile and wink as I left, understanding that the role was mine regardless of my talent. Safe in this knowledge, I stopped cleaning for others, deleting appointments without warning, smiling at the subsequent one-star and no-star reviews: I could now devote myself to Him, be His apostle. Week after week, as I dusted sconces, lint-rolled curtains, thudded clouds from rugs at His window, my heart beat and my love thickened, the way fine and insubstantial sheets of filo stacked on top of each other and steeped in honey, spices, become dense and yielding, cracklingly soft, so sweet, nourishing: pure pleasure.

I become aware I have been standing by the sofa (always sofa, not couch or settee, which are common, my mother whispers), gazing at its hue for several minutes. This small sofa is the exact shade of Tom’s eyes, which I have studied in photographs, holding them to the light or zooming in to pixelated abstraction. I imagine His mother buying it for Him, perhaps, thinking of Him as soon as she saw it in a showroom or a catalogue – or it could have been a coincidence, realised only when the delivery men, unboxing the sofa after heaving it up a flight of narrow stairs, pointed it out – matches your eyes, doesn’t it, guv? This is unlikely. I know I am the only one to see this, to see His eyes in the velvet cushions carrying the shape of His relaxed evening body. I rest my hand on each fabric indentation before pummelling it into voluptuous shape. I could make such beautiful casts from all these sleep-lined hollows, the crook of His elbow, the nape of His neck, the dip of a heel. I would pour gold and bronze into each one, prise the cool metal loose and hold them in my hands, rub them, wishing. If displayed, they could fill a gallery, draw an uneasy hush over an audience, but I would keep them only for myself, ungenerously, just looking and holding, burnishing, stroking, and then shutting them away.

I drink from a cup of water left on the kitchen counter, aligning my lips to where His have been, that Vaseline smudge, then wash it up with scalding water and upend it on the draining board, where it nestles by a solitary knife and fork, a lone plate, my hands steaming. That He eats alone both wounds and buoys me. I would not let Him busy about, stir-frying waterlogged vegetables for one, splashing soy sauce, sriracha, and eating alone, vacantly scrolling through His phone. I know well the food He likes from old Instagram posts back when we still did that: photograph laden tables at supper clubs, pub lunches, the chubby stacks of maple-drenched pancakes and sharp Benedicts of a bottomless brunch, Prosecco nipping the taste buds, the blackened bavette of a date night, lemony rocket showered in Parmesan, a soft shared pudding puddled with ice cream. I would cook Him a feast, drippingly fragrant rosemary lamb, grease-soft and pink, with dense knots of garlic pushed into the flesh, shards of salty and steaming potatoes slurping up gravy, a spitting gratin, spindly carrots rolled and gleaming with oil. I’d wrench off golden chicken legs from a plump roast, carve a bone-white wet breast; grill bright asparagus while crisping pancetta, tenderly tear wild mushrooms to fry in yellow Cornish butter, grinding pepper and adding a thick kiss of cream. I’d bake towering cakes airy with love, steam portly syrup puddings punctuated with raisins, prepare gravelly crumbles crunchy with sugar, sweet rhubarb and sour apples from my mother’s garden. Cocoa-dust truffles, tooth-scrapings in ganache. Rough oatcakes, bitter Stilton, sharp chutney to spring saliva to the back of the mouth. A winking thimble of port. I would prepare a feast. I would drown Him in it.

I wipe the surfaces to brightness and trace my name, sinuously, with a finger upon the damp laminated wood: so He knows I’ve been here, that my heart is here. I pop off the lid of His multivitamins with a thumb; I am glad He cares for His health – o His fragile lean body – but He forgets to take these every day; last week there were forty-two of the stale-smelling tablets, and today, as I upend the pot and count, I see there are thirty-nine. Soon I shall remind Him each day, smilingly handing Him a glass and a terracotta pill before He rushes out of the door, throwing a kiss my way. He will call me a wonder, so easily, and my eggshell heart will burst. My heart aches now, with longing, with love, and I press my hand to my chest to numb it, as I take a vitamin, letting its dusty coating dissolve thickly on my tongue before swallowing it without water. I can feel my throat’s resistance to this dry interloper and welcome the bitter taste that He must taste, in my mouth.

I dust His laptop, run a cloth over its smooth form, then open it. As always, it is unlocked: typically Tom, trusting and pure of heart. I scroll through His Facebook page – no important messages, as no one really uses it now, do they, only a few birthday notifications: Imogen is twenty-five. I roll my eyes and unfriend her for Him. Out of habit – He wouldn’t mind, I know – I read His emails, inconsequential, really, a Eurostar promotion, a parkrun update, T.M.Lewin’s mid-season sale, and one from His sister, which I barely bother to skim. I’d be doing Him a favour if I just deleted every inane missive; I feel sure that it is not normal to email one’s brother so often. I expect she has some tiresome anxiety around abandonment; their parents divorced when they were children; I haven’t been able to put my finger on exactly when, how old Tom was. I can’t wait to ask Him, to comfort Him as He talks about it, perhaps even cries. I will kiss away each tear, and He will cling to me. There is only one photograph I can find of His family as a unit of four: an open-mouthed admonishing mother, a grinning stupid sister. He is beshorted and squinting at the camera, one thin arm hooked around the neck of His lithe father, who is crouching alongside Him unsmilingly. He is five or seven, I suppose. I go back through each message, clicking each one back to unread. As I do so Tom receives His daily gym newsletter, exercises demonstrated by a thick-necked man in a vest, arms vascular and dark. I imagine the plates of my skull shivering under the pressure of those hands, the click and give. He rarely emails others from His personal address – the odd line to His sister, and I imagine His phone messages are similarly infrequent, as no one understands Him like I do and He must long for such connection. Our correspondence has so far been simple, sweet nothings, a message here and there about cleaning, each dash an embrace, each comma a swift kiss, ellipses hiding His true thoughts, understood only by me – but I know that soon He will open His heart to me, pouring words upon words. Love letters, dreamy valentines, streams of texts when we are at work (I miss you, let’s meet for lunch), I love you, scrawled in shower-steam, notes tied to gift-wrapped bundles: saw this and thought of you.

It is almost ten o’clock and I must go soon. My heart weighs heavy in my stomach as the one thing I look forward to, this time with Tom, draws to a close. I imagine our bodies moving about this flat together; Him walking from the window to the sofa, me from the kettle to the sink, opening a drawer, two, then, drawn to each other, meeting by the window, merging into one. I scan the flat with a shrewd and practised eye. The floor gleams glass and mirrors. The duvet shows no trace of our mingled bodies, the kitchen no hint of a visitor. The air is fresh and fragrant – mountain air and cedar trees. I rummage in the worn backpack I shrugged off earlier, and remove a small glass bottle of perfume, one that promises its wearer irresistibility, and spray some onto the hand towel in the bathroom. I walk carefully backwards out of the door, looking and looking at Tom’s things, wishing I could slip behind the curtains, stretch out under the bed, dissolve into the walls.

Last rites: I haul the taut black bag into the communal bins with a whoosh of foul air. It is noisome, and I am unkissed.
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