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Edward kept looking into the refrigerator. It gave him a sense of faith. This peculiar sensation billowed inside his chest in the manner competently wrought by carol singers and card senders at Christmas. It was not the same as religious faith. Edward was too modest for that. He was experiencing another sensation never before aspired to in his life, a faith in ordinary things.

There was butter and bacon, eggs, milk, ice-cream; a clutter of untidy vegetables – carrots, cabbage, onions, mushrooms. He had purchased them recklessly from a stall in a food market, cramming his string bag with scabby-looking roots with the air of a man who knows exactly what he is doing. He had no notion of any practical application for such primitive nutrients. They might have been employed by men who lived in caves to club their enemies. He was familiar with food that came in plastic bags and could be persuaded, with boiling water, to imitate a meal.

He knew, all the same, in the way a blind man knows that the world over his head is blue and grey and the world under his feet is green and grey and the top part is safer, that these items belonged at the very heart of things and that this was where he was going.

The thing that pleased him most was his roast. It held the centre of the refrigerator, lightly covered in butcher’s paper. He had watched it in the meaty window for several minutes before striding in and claiming it. He did this by pointing because he had no idea what it was. He was appalled at the price. It cost over four pounds. He was neither poor nor mean, merely accustomed to buying a slice or two of roast beef from the delicatessen or a couple of spiced sausages, and there was always plenty of change left over from a pound. Now that it was his he could see that it was worth the money, swirling fat and flesh tied with a string in the middle; already he could hear the clash of knives being sharpened, the rattle and scrape of plates, like sounds of battle imagined by a child in a history class.

He used to meet Susan between meals. She was worn out from making excuses and he had to give her glasses of wine to make her look the way he imagined her when she was not there. She grumbled about the needs of her children, the demands of her husband, his capacity for chops and potatoes and apple tarts. It appeared that her whole life was dragged down by the weight of her husband’s appetite; she was up at dawn wringing the vitamins from oranges, out hampered by enormous sacks of groceries during the day. Afternoons were taken up with peeling and grating, marinating, sieving. After a time her abused features would soften and she would say: ‘It would be different if it was for you. I always think of that when I’m cooking. I always pretend it’s for you.’ She would come to him then, dipping her face to his lips. She sat across his legs as if he was a see-saw. ‘If you were with me,’ he would say, ‘I would give you six months of tremendous spoiling. Then I’d put you to work.’

Sometimes he did, just to watch her, just for fun. He put her beside the cooker with mushrooms and cream, small morsels of fish, tasty things.

She was too tired. The food got burnt, the mushrooms went rubbery. Or they became distracted. He would come up behind her and put his arms around her and she would swivel round and burrow to him. When they were in bed smells of burning food and sounds of music drifted up from rooms below.

Inside her, he found a love that wanted to be taken advantage of and although he did not wish to hurt her, he found himself complaining about the comfortlessness of his life; the meals taken in restaurants with people who meant nothing, just to fill an evening. He dined out most evenings because he was lonely in the house without her. She never asked about his companions, but about the interior features of the restaurants, the designs on menus and then in detail, the meal. ‘It’s a waste,’ he said, ‘to be anywhere without you.

When he went back to the city he forgot about her. There were moments when he felt a hollowness which he recognised as the place in him where she had been, but he had always known it would come to an end. He looked on love as a seasonal pleasure, like sunshine. Only a savage expected the sun to shine all year round.

She telephoned from public call boxes. Her voice was the ocean in a seashell. He remembered that they had made together a splash of happiness on a pale canvas but he knew that she did not carry this glow alone, without him. When they said goodbye for the last time, he had watched her running away, a drooping figure, disarrayed, a spirit fleeing an exorcism. He listened to the cascade of coins following the operator’s instructions and then after a pause, her weary voice. ‘I miss you.’ He saw her in a headscarf with a bag of groceries at her side and small children clawing on the outside of the glass, trying to get at her.

He was at home now, busy, surrounded by people who were skilled in the pleasures of living – conversation and lovemaking – as people in the country had never been.

Even she, to whom he had leapt as determinedly as a salmon, held within her a soft hopelessness which begged, come in to me, fill me up, I have nothing else.

One day on the phone her voice sounded different: ‘I’m coming up,’ she said. He frowned into the machine receiving the bubbles of her tone. This possibility had not occurred to him. She was too firmly anchored with groceries. ‘Two whole days,’ she was telling him through her laughter, gasping about excuses and arrangements so complicated that he knew she would tunnel under the earth with her hands to reach him if necessary. ‘That will be very nice,’ he said inadequately. ‘I’ll look forward to that.’ It was when he had replaced the receiver and was still washed by echoes of her foolish joy that he understood properly what she was saying. She had disposed, for a time, of all the open mouths that gaped at her for sustenance. She had put them aside. She was coming to do her proper task. He was tenderly agitated by the thought of her frail figure scurrying from one area of usefulness to another. This was blotted out by the shouts of his own areas of deprivation, crying out to be seen to. He wanted her to look after him.

When he met her at the station she was tremulously dressed up, a country woman on an outing. She threw him a reckless smile from under a hat. Alarming blue carnations sprang up around her skull. She dropped her cases and raced into his arms. Her feet flailed heedlessly and the flowers on her hat dipped like the neck of a heron. She thudded into him and he felt the needy probing of her tongue. He held her patiently, employing his training as a man to grind down the stone in his chest, of disappointment, that she had not kept a part of herself solid and available to his needs.

‘Look at that!’ She kept stabbing at the window of the car with her gloved finger, demonstrating pigeons and churches and department stores. ‘Look!’ ‘You sound like a tourist,’ he said. She kept quiet after that. She hadn’t ever been to the city before.

Inside his flat she walked around all the rooms, inspecting his clothes on their hangers, patting the bed, trying out chairs. He was surprised when she sat down without giving a glance to the refrigerator. ‘What shall we do?’ she said.

She was slouched in a red leather armchair, her white skirt bunched under her thighs. He imagined that she ought to be in the kitchen doing something with the roast. He could picture it bulging in a tin, strung about with peeled potatoes and onions. He wanted to watch her bending at the oven, her frowning face pink, her straight hair shrivelling into tiny curls around her face. He had bought an apron for her. It was white with a black and red frill at the bottom. It hung on a nail by the sink. He had no clear idea of what they would do with all the time they now had to spend together. She was the one who was married, who was skilled in the sectioning of time. He had vaguely imagined that women liked to be busy in a house, arranging flowers, punching pastry, stirring at saucepans on the stove, and that it was a man’s role to encircle this ritual with refinement, music and drinks and occasional kisses, creating a territory for their contentment, a privacy for their love.

He had not set his heart on this course of events. He did not mind if she preferred to take a nap or read a book or sit on his knee. The thing that was foremost in his mind was that their pursuits of the afternoon would be overlaid by ovenly aromas, snaps and splutterings and the delicious sting on their senses of roasting meat.

He asked if she was hungry and she said that she was, standing up instantly, brushing down her skirt. She took a mirror from her bag and gazed at her face, pressing her lips together, peering into her eyes for flaws. He took her hand and led her through to the kitchen. He pulled open the door of the refrigerator as if he was drawing back a stage curtain and she peered, awed, at the overcrowding of nourishment. ‘What are you going to do with all this?’ she said, and he laughed. ‘There’s cold meat and cheese,’ he said. ‘We could have that for lunch.’ She stood gazing into the fridge with a melancholy expression while he removed the slices of ham and the tubs of potato salad and the oozing triangle of Brie.

When he had set the table and opened a bottle of wine he came back to find her still transfixed in front of the open cabinet with that expression housewives have, and he thought she was sizing up the contents, planning menus. ‘That,’ he said, pointing in at his slab of meat on the shelf as if it was a lovely trinket in a jeweller’s window, ‘is for dinner.’ She sat down at the table without a word. He sensed, as she ate her ham and potatoes and swirled her wine around in the glass, that she was disappointed. This feeling communicated to himself and he poured wine into his leaden chest, blaming himself. He had probably pre-empted her plans for lunch. She might have been planning to surprise him with a home-made soup. She raised bleak eyes to him over her glass. She was not her normal self, full of cheerful complaint and breathless love. She was ill at ease and sad. ‘Aren’t we going out?’ she said. The thought to him was preposterous. Now that they finally had a stretch of privacy, she wanted to race out into the cold where they would be divided by elements and the curious looks of strangers.

He drove her to a park and they huddled under some trees against the cold, watching cricket players and a family of deer in the distance like an arrangement of dead branches. He had brought a box of sweets that she had sent him. It had seemed a sentimental gesture, saving them to share with her. Now that he was pulling off the wrapper he could see it was tactless, taking them out so much later. She would think he had not wanted them. He laid the open box in the grass. After a moment or two, the arrangement of confectionery was swarming with ants.

He was tired when he got home and beginning to get hungry. Susan wanted a bath. He took the meat from the fridge and laid it on a plate on the counter. He hazarded the skinning of several potatoes. He carried a clutch of jaundiced-looking parsnips and placed them in a bowl, close to the liquidiser. This tableau was completed with a blue tin of curry powder. Once, in a restaurant, he had been given a curried parsnip soup and it was delicious.

When she joined him in the kitchen she was wearing a black dress down to her feet. Her mouth was obscured in magenta. He put his arms around her and kissed her laundered neck but she struggled from his grasp and pointed to the ranked ingredients. ‘What are you doing?’ she said. ‘Just hamming.’ He smiled guiltily.

She looked from him to the food, back again. Her hands, he noticed, wrestled with the string of a tiny evening bag. ‘I thought,’ she said, ‘that we’d be going out.’ ‘Going where?’ he said, exasperated. ‘I don’t know.’ Her shoulders drooped. ‘The theatre, a restaurant.’ He could not keep her still, draw her back to the things that mattered. ‘Do you really want to go out?’ She nodded her head. He sighed and went to telephone a theatre. When he came back the counter had been cleared of his work and offered instead a meagre plate of toast and a pot of tea.

In the city she was happy. She sipped cocktails and laughed, showing all her teeth, raising her eyebrows larkily. Although her clothes were not suited to the theatre, not suited to anything really, she carried her happiness with dignity. Men looked at her, old ones, young ones, brown, grey. She was aware of this but her eyes were for him. He thought he understood now. She was sure of herself on this neutral territory. She did not wish to be plucked by him from their complicated past. Here, she was a woman alone. She wanted him to court her. He took her hand and kissed her cheek, catching scents of gin and perfume. He felt desire. This seizure of lust was new. It had not touched him when they were in the park or shut up in his living quarters. He had felt love and compassion but no selfish stirrings.

During the play he watched her, writing his own theme, making her free and carefree as his needs required, as her loud laughter would lead anyone to believe.

Afterwards he turned the car quickly homeward. She kept looking out the window, like a child. When they were home she said fretfully: ‘We haven’t had anything to eat, not really.’ He was no longer concerned about food. There was plenty, in any case, in the fridge. She cooked some eggs and a packet of little onions, frozen in sauce. It was a strange combination but he drove the food into his mouth and pronounced it delicious.

They went to bed. Their sex was full of need and passion. They came with angry shouts. They could not find their love. ‘I love you,’ she said. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes.’ And then they were silent, each saying to themselves: ‘Tomorrow will be different.’

In the morning she was up early to make his breakfast, her toes crackling with joy as she reached up to shelves for coffee and marmalade. She felt wrapped around him as a cardigan. As she waited for the coffee to boil she sensed a warm splash on her feet and it was his seed, langorously detaching itself from her. She felt a minute sense of loss, wanting to let nothing go, wanting to be pregnant.

Edward had to work after breakfast. He did not mind leaving her on her own. She seemed happy as she punished pillows and washed out the breakfast things. He found himself whistling as he bent over his set square. After a time she came and sat beside him. She had been washing her hair. She combed it over her face in long strokes that emanated a faint creak. Inky streamers swam through the air and clung to his clothing. He could not work. He gave her an irritated glance and she went away. She came back dressed in high shoes and a blue suit – a costume, rather, he thought – her face matt and piqued with make-up. She was carrying cups of coffee. When she put his coffee down she quickly sought his hand with hers, and although their grasp was warm and steady there was some central part of them that was trembling and they could feel it through their palms. ‘Now,’ he thought, ‘we could go to bed. We could love each other.’ It made sense. They had always done their loving in the day. Her bright armour kept him distant.

‘I’d like,’ she said, ‘to see the sights.’

He took his hand away and wrapped it around the cup of coffee, needing warmth. He did not look at her. ‘There’s nothing to see out there,’ he said. ‘Believe me. We could have a quiet lunch and listen to some music. We could read to each other.’ ‘But it’s London!’ she protested.

He said, thinking to stop her: ‘You go if you want. I must work for a little while. I couldn’t bear to see the sights.’ He did look up then and saw her soft round face boxing up a huge hurt in an even larger resolve. She kissed the side of his face and he wanted the salt of her mouth but she was so different, so devoid of humour and generosity, that he believed even her taste might have changed. She clopped off on her high heels and he heard the sorrowful bang of the door.

He could not work. He was exasperated to distraction. There crept in on him thoughts, malice-filled whispers. He shook them off as if they were wasps at his ears.

He had established in his mind, long months before, that she was the one in his life who truly loved him, wanting nothing, knowing that nothing was possible. When they parted he had savoured the sorrow of it, knowing that this was real. They had been severed by fate, an outsider, a true professional. There would be no festering, only a clean grief gleaming like stainless steel around the core of a perfect happiness, safely invested in his centre. He had been content to leave it at that. He would have loved her, at the back of his head, until his death.

It was she who had come back like a vengeful spirit to incorporate him in her discontent, to mock his faith, to demonstrate to him, in her ghostly unreachableness, the great stretch of his own isolation.

He went to look for some lunch. There was nothing in the refrigerator that he could understand. He was exploring parcels of foil, hoping for some forgotten cheese, when he heard a commotion coming from the garden.

Susan was in a restaurant. She had a chocolate éclair that she was breaking with the side of her fork. She had taken a taxi to Madame Tussaud’s and the Planetarium. Outside each was a long queue of foreigners and a man selling balloons on a stick for fifty pence. There was no glamour, no sense of discovery. They were like people queueing for food in the war. She had wanted him to take her to a gallery of famous paintings and show her the pictures he liked. No point in going on her own; she could never understand pictures, always wanted to see the scene as it really was.

She left the stoic queue and went back to the taxi rank. She could not think where to go. ‘Bond Street,’ she said to the driver, liking its sound. She did not know where it was but it seemed to her, as the streets unravelled like red and grey bandages, she was being taken further and further away from Edward. When they got to Bond Street, she was ordered out of the dark enclosure. She tried to thrust a fan of notes at the back of the driver’s neck, through the sliding glass door, but he was suspicious and made her go out on the street and put them through a side window.

She stumbled along in front of the smart shops. She ached to be with Edward, to feel his hand or even the cloth of his jacket; and then, perversely, she felt lonely for home, wanting to butter toast for the children or to fluff the top of a shepherd’s pie for her husband. She understood their needs. She knew how to respond. When she had exhausted several streets she found a café and she went in and ordered herself a cake. A tear dropped into it and she did not want to eat it. She would go back, she promised herself. She would talk to him.

He was standing at the window, shoulders bent, head at a quizzical angle and sunlight teasing his hair into infantile transparency. She had let herself in with the key he had given her and he did not notice her. Watching his back, she felt as if all the ordinary things had been vacuumed out of her body and replaced by love, lead-heavy, a burden. ‘I want to talk to you,’ she said. ‘Shhh,’ he said, not turning around. ‘Edward?’ she begged. He turned to her. His face was white, filled with horror. ‘It’s a bird,’ he said.

‘What are you talking about?’ She went to the window and looked out. She could see a ragged tomcat standing at a tree, his back arched. She ran to the back door and out into the garden, down the length of the path.

The tree was root deep in rattling leaves and when she got to it she could see that the leaves were in permanent motion as if agitated by a slow motor under the earth. She saw then that it was a dowdy grey bird, lopsided, helplessly urging an injured wing to flight. The cat held its victim with a gooseberry gaze. She picked up the cat and put it on the wall, slapping its behind to make it jump into the next garden. ‘Bring me a box,’ she shouted out to Edward’s white face at the window. He advanced with a shoe box. She snatched it from him, piling it with leaves, roughly cramming in the damaged bird. She slammed the lid on the bird’s head and carried it indoors. She looked, Edward thought, like a housewife who has just come upon some unpleasant item of refuse and means to deal with it; but when she got indoors she sat in a chair and emptied bird and leaves into her blue linen lap. She held the bird in cupped hands and crooned gently into its dank feathers.

He brought her tea and fed it to her, holding the cup to her mouth. She minded the bird like a baby, making noises with her lips, rocking back and forth as once she had minded him. He was unnerved by a pang of jealousy. ‘Did you have a nice morning?’ he said. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, distantly, rocking. He could see that she was in her element. He was excluded. He crumbled bread into a bowl of milk and pushed little spoons of it at the dry nib of the bird’s beak. The bird seemed to be asleep. She pushed his hand aside and swept the bird, leaves and all, back into the box. ‘Open the bedroom window,’ she said. She followed him upstairs and put the box on the ledge without its lid. ‘If his wing isn’t broken he’ll fly away,’ she said. ‘But if it is broken?’ he said helplessly. ‘He’ll die,’ she said.

In the course of the morning he had taken the meat and vegetables from the fridge once more. There had been nothing readily edible and he was hungry. When they came downstairs again she saw them and said: ‘I have to phone my husband,’ as if they had reminded her of him, which they had.

He heard her on the phone. She sounded as if she was defending herself. She said then: ‘I miss you.’ It was an echo from his distant past. He went in and found her sitting on the sofa, her fist to her mouth, crying. He touched her hair lightly with his fingers, afraid to do more. ‘I’ll just put the meat in the oven,’ he said hopefully. ‘What?’ She glared at him. Her tearful face was full of scorn. ‘Have you still got your heart set on that?’ ‘I bought it for you,’ he said. ‘You bought that for me? I have tasted prawns and sole in my life, you know. I have had fried steak.’ She was attacking him. He didn’t know what was the matter. He assumed her husband had said something to upset her. ‘It’s all right,’ he soothed. He tiptoed out as if she were sleeping.

The potatoes, peeled from yesterday, had blackened. He flung them hopefully into the tin. He peeled four onions and tucked them into the corners; in the centre, as he had imagined it, the round of juicy meat.

It looked perfectly fine. He put a pat of butter on the top and a sprinkling of salt and pepper. He cut up a clove of garlic and scattered it over the food. He thought he had seen other women doing something like this. He turned the oven up to a rousing temperature and pushed the tin inside. It was done. There was nothing to it.

He blamed himself for Susan’s outburst. He should not have left her to wander around the city on her own. She was used to a more protected way of life. He must make it up to her.

He took champagne from a cool cupboard and dug it into a bowl with ice. He found music on the radio. He brought the wine with glasses to the bedroom. Music drifted up from downstairs. He drew the curtains and switched on a little lamp. ‘Susan,’ he called.

He heard her dragging steps on the stairs. A face loomed round the door, self-piteous. Her sharp eyes flashed about suspiciously, took in the details – and were radiant. She was a child; all troubles erased in a momentary delight. She ran to him and was caught in his arms. They stroked hair, pulled buttons, tasted flesh. She laughed greedily. At last they had met.

They made love boastfully, tenderly, certain of their territory. He held her feet in his hands. She took his fingers in her mouth. They embroidered one another’s limbs with their attentions. He felt with his lips for the edges of her smile and could find no end. They were separated only by the selfishness of their happiness. Afterwards, she gave a deep unlikely chortle from her satisfied depths and he laughed at her.

They drank the champagne crouching at opposite ends of the bed in the intimate gloom, striking up flinty tales of childhood for sympathy.

When they crawled towards each other, he with bottle and she with empty glass, only their mouths met and he took the breakable things and put them on the floor because they had to make love again.

They emptied the bottle of champagne. They lay beside each other, gazing. ‘I must look awful,’ she said. He surveyed her snarled black hair and the matching dark scribble under a carelessly disposed arm; the smear of make-up under her eyes, her sated face scrubbed pink. ‘You look fine to me,’ he said. He felt exuberant, relieved, re-born, at ease. ‘You look,’ he teased, but truthfully, ‘like my mistress.’

She swung away from him, rolled over and clung to her pillow, a mollusc on a rock. He could not tell what was in her head. He patted her back but she shook him off and murmured sadly through the pillow: ‘I smell something.’ She looked up at him, one moist eye rising above its ruined decor. He had offended her. But when the rest of her face rose above the sheets he could see that her eyes were watering with laughter.

‘What is it?’ he smiled tenderly. ‘It’s perfect,’ she said. ‘It’s exactly as it used to be – us, together, the music and the smell of burning food.’ She laughed.

He jumped out of bed and ran to the kitchen. Smoke gusted out around the oven door. The air was cruel with the taint of burning beast. He pulled open the oven door and his naked body was assaulted by the heat of hell. He dragged the roasting tin clear of the smoke with a cloth. The cloves of garlic rattled like blackened nails on the tarry ruin.

He was worn out. He felt betrayed. He could not believe that it had happened so quickly, so catastrophically. He felt his faith sliding away. ‘Edward?’ Susan called out from the bedroom. ‘It’s all right!’ he shouted; and after he had said it he felt that it had to be. He opened the window to let out the smoke and went to the bathroom for a dressing-gown.

Bolstered by champagne and the satisfactoriness of the afternoon’s loving he made himself believe that the meat could be repaired. He forked the meat on to a scallopped plate and began to hack away with a sharp knife at the charred edges of the tormented flesh.

He was agreeably surprised to find that the meat was still quite rare on the inside – almost raw, in fact. He found it hard to make an impression with the knife but he put this down to lack of practice and the fact that the carving implements were not much in use. He sawed, glad of the little box of cress in the fridge which would decorate its wounds and the rest of the vegetables which Susan would cook and toss in butter while he put on his clothes.

Susan came up behind him. She had been standing in the doorway in a nightdress like a flourbag, frilled on cuff and sleeve. She tiptoed on bare feet, so that he sensed her at the last moment, tangled wraith blanched and billowing.

‘It’s no use,’ she whispered. ‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘It’s not bad at all.’ ‘It’s no use,’ she cried brokenly. ‘There’s no Bisto, no stock cubes. There’s nothing in your cupboards, nothing ordinary – no flour or custard, there isn’t a packet of salt. It’s all a pretence.’

She put out a hand, and he reached for it, needing something to hold. Her hand shot past him. She struck at the meat. It sailed off the plate and landed on the floor, blood gathering at its edges. ‘That’s all you think of me,’ she said violently, through trembling jaws. ‘You think that’s good enough for me! Housekeeper’s Cut! I wouldn’t have that on my own table at home. I wouldn’t give that to my children if they were hungry. That’s all I’m worth.’

They ate in an Italian restaurant close to where he lived. It was not a place he had been before. The tables were bright red and the menu leaned heavily to starch but there was no time to book a proper restaurant. He had to have something to eat.

‘Have some veal,’ he said. ‘That should be good.’ He poured wine from a carafe into their glasses. She ordered a pizza. Her hair fell over her face. He could see her knuckles sawing over the fizzing red disc but none of it seemed to go to her mouth. The waiter said that the lady should have an ice-cream. She shook her head. ‘Cassatta!’ he proclaimed. ‘It means,’ he wheedled, ‘married.’

Edward laughed encouragement but she did not see. Her head was turned to the waiter, nodding, he could not tell whether in request or resignation.

In the morning she was gone. The sheets still burned with the heat of her body. She had been up at six, packing, making coffee, telephoning for a taxi. Her feet on the floor made a rousing slap like the sound of clapping hands. At one point he heard her whistling. He knew that he should drive her to the station but he would not hasten her back to the disposal of her lawful dependants. He would not.

‘Edward!’ Her hands clung to the end of his bed and she cried out in distress, her face and her night-dress trailing white in the grey morning light. ‘Yes, love,’ he said inside, but he only opened a cautious eye and uttered a sleepy ‘Mmm?’ ‘I bought nothing for the children,’ she said. ‘They’ll be expecting presents. I always buy them something.’

She stood at the window, dressed in hat and coat, in the last moments, waiting for her taxi. ‘Edward!’ she cried. He sat up this time, ready to take her in his arms. ‘The bird!’ she said. ‘He flew away.’

When she was gone he traced with his fingers her body in the warm sheets, bones and hair and pillows of maternal flesh. He kept his eyes closed, kept her clenched in his heart. The day bore in on him, sunshine and telephone bells and the cold knowledge that she did not love him. All the time she pretended to care for him, she had been jealous of his wealth, greedy for glamour. She was a pilgrim, stealing relics of the saints.

It was not him she desired. She wanted to snatch for herself some part of a glittering life she imagined he was hoarding. He tried to bring her face to mind but all he could see was a glass box, clawed by children and inside, a housewife in a headscarf, bags of groceries at her side.

Susan did not cry until she was on the train. The tears fell, then, big as melted ice cubes. There was a man sitting opposite with a little boy. The child had been given a magic drawing pad to occupy his hands and he made sketches of her melting face, squinting for perspective.

As the tears dashed from her eyes she felt that she was flying to pieces. Soon there would be nothing left of her; at any rate, nothing solid enough to contain the knowledge that he did not love her.

She had expected so little. She only wanted to fill up the gaps in their past. Often, when they were together, he had spoken of the hurt of being anywhere without her; the wasted nights with strangers; the meals in restaurants, not tasted. It was terrible to her that she had only given him her leftover time. She had to make it up to him. She wanted him to know that she would risk anything for him. She would shine beside him in the harsh glare of public envy. For a very little time she would be his for all the world to see, whatever the world might say.

Now she did not know what she would do except, in time, face up to her foolishness. He had not been proud of her. He wanted to hide her away. Established in his own smart and secret life, he had been ashamed of her.

The man on the seat opposite was embarrassed. It was her huge tears, her lack of discretion, the critical attention of his little boy. He felt threatened by their indifference to proper codes of behaviour. He snatched the magic pad and threw it roughly to the far end of the seat. The boy gazed idly out the window.

Accustomed to inspecting the creative efforts of the children, Susan reached for the sketch pad. The boy was not as clever as her own. His portrait was a clown’s mask, upside down. She rubbed out his imprint and sat with the pad on her knee, acquainting herself with the raw, hurting feeling of her mind and her skin, settling into the pain. She had to stop crying. The children would notice. Tomorrow she would buy them presents. Tonight, they would have to content themselves with ice-cream. ‘Ice-cream’ she scratched absently on the magic pad. Her tired mind grizzled over the necessities of tea and she wrote, without thinking, ‘eggs, bacon, cheese’; and then, since days did not exist on their own but merely as transport to other days, and since she on this vehicle of time, was a stoker, she continued writing: ‘carrots, cabbage, onions, mushrooms.’
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